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Abstract
Pruitt, Shane C. Ed.D. The University of Memphis. August 2017. The Importance
of Ritual According to Alumni at a Southern Liberal Arts University. Major Professor:
Dr. Jeffery L. Wilson, Ph.D.
This study sought to understand how alumni members from a small, private university in
the southern region of the United States experienced campus rituals during their college
career as well as currently engage with the institution via rituals post-graduation. The
following central research question guided the inquiry in an effort to describe the essence
of alumni participation at Southern Liberal Arts University (SLAU): in what ways do
alumni perceive the importance of campus rituals in both the student and alumni
experience? This study utilized a social constructivist lens adopting a phenomenological
approach to qualitative analysis including the use of interviews, artifact analysis, and
non-participant observations to address the research questions. Themes that emerged
from this inquiry include three ways in which rituals explain the SLAU community: a)
characterization through rituals, b) attachments due to rituals, and c) values shown
through rituals. This research lends verification to the idea that rituals are a viable way to
more strongly encourage alumni activity.
Keywords: ritual, alumni, engagement
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Rituals are vital to the existence of higher education institutions. Not only do
rituals on college campuses promote a sense of belonging, they also carry institutional
history, preserve tradition, and bind multiple generations of student and alumni
stakeholders to the school and to each other through mutual experiences (Magolda,
2000). For all its benefits, the term ritual has been difficult to adequately define. Magolda
(2003) lends a conceptualization this study will utilize to explain the bounds of ritual. For
this work, identification of rituals taking place on the campus of a Southern liberal arts
university is a performative act and not solely linguistic. It certainly involves symbols
and follows elements of performativity that are prescribed by a previously set and
recognizable form. In carrying out a ritual, there should be emphasis that “embedded in
these symbolic performances are explicit and implicit rules that convey to participants
whether the ritual was done correctly” (Magolda, 2003, p. 788). On college campuses, it
has frequently become the office in charge of alumni who serves as keeper of many
rituals.
Although not recognized as a higher education profession, alumni relations
professionals are found on an increasing number of college campuses. This trend
seemingly has occurred due to greater support of those who have obtained a degree from
these institutions. Both private and public colleges and universities are generally
struggling beneath increasing costs to bring quality education and benefits to their student
populations. This is forcing most institutions to take hardline considerations involving
what programs should and should not be funded. Historically, private institutions have
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shown strong support for alumni programs as a means to steward involved individuals for
both financial and non-monetary support. Faced with even more uncertainty regarding the
outcome of state budget allocations, public institutions are seen asking associations of
alumni members to offer additional income so that current students can benefit from
more robust services and continue academic quality.
Previous research has elicited several factors regarding alumni participation
within their alma mater after graduation. In addition to institution prestige, facultystudent ratio, and academic quality, enduring traditions and campus rituals have
contributed to higher giving levels (Belfield & Beney, 2000; Clotfelter, 2003;
Cunningham & Cochi-Ficano, 2002; Levine, 2008). It is on the particular factor of ritual
that this study seeks to focus and glean more understanding.
This chapter will begin with a background for the study, followed by the
statement of the problem. Next, the purpose of the study and its research questions are
presented and followed by a discussion of the significance of the study. Important terms
used in the study are defined. Finally, an overview of the proposed study is provided.
Background of the Study
For a group such as those who have graduated from a particular institution of
higher education, events that fit the above category of “ritual” could help to create and
preserve collective identities. In research completed by Hermanowicz and Morgan
(1999), it was established that “groups affirm their identities through practices that
‘ritualize’ the routines of their communal life” (p. 198). Rituals have integrative functions
that create solidarity, end conflicts, maintain social cohesion and bring forth shared
sentiments and beliefs. These functions were researched by Hermanowicz and Morgan
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with a case study from the University of Chicago’s centennial celebration. In their
research of this year-long celebration, the university manifested identity in three
overarching ways: Transformation, Suspension, and Affirmation.
Transformation rituals mark the transition from one stage to another in a serious,
fixed, and mostly external way. Suspension rituals are notated by a breaking of the
hierarchical nature present in Transformation-type practices and encouraging more
equality in planning so that attention is focused on the values of the event at hand. Such
rituals are usually celebratory in nature with fairly broad participation. Affirmation rituals
put emphasis on the group’s boundaries by carrying out routine customary behavior with
an extra investment of sacredness. The space is normally internal with interior
participation even though external spectators may be present. In this ritualized setting
groups reinforce commitment to values and express their desires to keep such values by
intensifying practices that can be found in daily life. Defining campus ritual parameters in
this way allows an ability to understand how institutions “hook onto different values
within the wider environment to define their identities” (Hermanowicz & Morgan, 1999,
p. 212). Rituals clarify the values of a campus and therefore help it members resonate
with the identity of the institution and what it articulates as its needs and goals.
One such need coming from every higher education institution is the receipt of
gifts—both monetary and non-monetary. Given that higher education currently exists in
an economically constrained climate, involved entities must steward every constituency
population possible for this support. One sector of givers that has seen a general decrease
in participation has been university alumni. According to a survey by the Council for Aid
to Education, the financial giving rate by alumni has decreased steadily every year for the
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last twenty years (Kaplan, 2015). In 2014, the rate for alumni giving across all sectors of
higher education was 8.3% compared to 8.7% in 2013.
However, due to an emphasis on university fundraising, many forget about the
important work alumni relations officials do to engage alumni members not just in the
effort of financial cultivation but also the cultivation of political advocacy and
volunteering on the school’s behalf. Weerts, Cabrera, and Sanford (2010) provide insight
into the non-monetary support behaviors of college alumni and more in a recent mixed
methods study. Alumni get involved, in part, based on whether they have a positive
impression of the institution (past and present), believe that their service will make a
difference, and feel a connection to that institution over time. These factors, many of
which can be affected by the campus ritual function, also shape the type of service
activities that alumni will undertake.
Statement of the Problem
Across the nation, alumni support is waning when it comes to financial giving
participation rates. In this difficult economic climate, however, it is this same alumni base
that individual higher education institutions increasingly rely on to provide various
efforts of volunteerism and political advocacy. Since 1978, state appropriations for higher
education have gradually deteriorated, and scholars estimate that this tendency will linger
for years to come (Mortenson, 2004). Lessening of support coming from state education
earmarks is now leading higher education intuitions to look elsewhere for revenue
generation in methods such as increasing tuition and fees, applying for private grants, and
relying on increased alumni support in the way of financial and subject-matter expertise
giving. On top of cost increases, overall funding from various places for higher
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education has also been decreasing. According to the latest (2014) State Higher
Education Finance report, “for the first time since the recession, the share of overall
funding for public and private higher education from tuition decreased slightly to 42.7%”
(p. 8). The year before, that mark was 43.3%. Although it does not seem dramatic on the
surface, such decreases set a bad precedent. With the state of finance, those numbers
may not rebound anytime soon. That means that schools must trust other sources of
funding.
Many of America’s higher education institutions are looking for their state
governments to help stem the tide of lower tuition revenue. There are four categories of
revenue in each of the fifty states: personal income tax, sales tax, corporate income tax,
and other taxes (as a residual from total taxes). Nationwide, in 2015, personal tax
collections grew 7.1%, sales tax grew 5.2%, corporate tax revenues grew 3.3%, and other
taxes such as motor fuels grew 4.4% (Boyd & Dadayan, 2009). For the next decade, it is
expected that higher education will grow 40%, and most states will continue to have
difficulty financing the services currently presented as most schools with the revenue
structures now in existence (Boyd, 2002).
The federal government is another much-needed source of funding for higher
education, and this entity may have to step in during the next decade to cover costs. This
has happened before—a federal stimulus package in excess of 150 billion dollars was
realized from 2008 to 2011 (Boyd, 2009). The original plan was in place for states to use
these funds to buy time until the recession ceased and recovery began. However,
predictions were shortsighted when they suggested that states would face a 2011-12 fiscal
gap of more than 6% of state expenditures.
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The relationship between university rituals and financial support of alumni is the
subject of a 2015 study from the Journal of Academy of Marketing Studies. In this work,
it was reported that “alumni who perceive that the University has valued, well-established
traditions and rituals perceive stronger alumni-product, alumni-brand, alumni institution,
and alumni-alumni relationships, perceive a stronger overall integration within the alumni
brand community, and exhibit stronger behaviors associated with loyalty than alumni
who do not perceive that the University has valued, well-established traditions and
rituals” (Martin, Moriuchi, Smith, Moeder, & Nichols, 2015, p. 114). The piece goes on
to mention that university alumni relations departments should view themselves as
keepers of rituals through the support and promotion of such events. It was also
suggested that alumni associations should generate novel, promote standing, and
rejuvenate longstanding traditions and rituals in order to strengthen alumni brand
community loyalty and glean more financial support.
At one such institution, Southern Liberal Arts University (SLAU), alumni support
is strained, but it has been suggested that the campus ritual function may present a way
for alumni to re-engage with this institution. To that end, this study seeks to understand
how alumni members from a small, private university experienced campus rituals during
their college career as well as currently engage with the institution via rituals postgraduation. The study utilizes a social constructivist lens adopting a phenomenological
approach to qualitative analysis including the use of interviews, artifacts, and
observations to address the research questions.
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Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to understand how SLAU alumni members engaged
with campus rituals during their college career, why they were personally significant, and
their interest to re-engage in these meaningful events. By performing this study, we hope
to learn how to better steward the general alumni population. It has been found that the
act of participating in ritual both as an undergraduate student and continuing into alumni
status help to create a lifelong bond to a respective university through emotional
attachment. Much of the reasoning behind this phenomenon takes place as participating
individuals perceive that campus ritual performance aids in constructing meaning
concerning both themselves and the institution in which they studied (Manning, 1994).
Researchers have cataloged the importance of rituals on college campuses through
a couple of seminal studies. Both Kathleen Manning and Peter Magolda are at the
forefront of this research. As Manning explains in a 1994 article based on a naturalistic
inquiry study of rituals, ritualistic proceedings shape community, create agreement and
meaning, illustrate the value of leadership and achievement, and build expectations
regarding giving back to the community.
Magolda (2000) writes that rituals are rarely questioned by the participants and
reveal much about the socio-cultural conditions of a campus. Not only do they show the
nature of the ritual organizers themselves, but they also give a window of understanding
to participants as the norms for performance and behavior in the community are
transmitted. In the end, this study will look to understand how rituals can be used to
improve an institution from the perspective of an alumni member of the community. This
will be accomplished through an examination of the life experiences of these stakeholders
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both while they were on campus obtaining a degree and after as they negotiate the move
to the outside community while trying to remain connected to SLAU.
Research Questions
As the purpose of this research was to describe the essence of alumni participation at
SLAU, the following research questions were posed to the participants to prompt the
inquiry:
1. In what ways do alumni perceive the importance of campus rituals in both the
student and alumni experience?
2. How do rituals allow alumni continued engagement with their alma mater?
3. How are campus rituals experienced by alumni post-graduation?
Significance of the Study
For those who have experienced the pursuit of formal higher education, taking
part in campus rituals helped these individuals to construct meaning concerning
themselves and the institution in which they studied. Researchers have cataloged the
importance of rituals on college campuses in some key studies. For example, Manning
(1994) sought to “understand and interpret the purposes, enactments, and meaning that
respondents assigned to the overall ritual process” (p. 46) regarding college life. Through
this work, it was established that a single community of alumni can have multiple voices
and knowledge about the ways rituals are used to make meaning in such a setting.
Outside of the few examples enumerated in this research, very little contemporary
resources exist that delineate the study of ritual as a chief component of higher education
social inquiry. Furthermore, no research exists that may help leverage ritualized
experiences to practically engage one of the largest stakeholders in a university’s
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community—alumni. In this study, I seek to understand how alumni members from a
small, private university in the southern region of the United States experienced campus
rituals during their college career as well as continue to engage with the institution with
rituals post-graduation. Also of interest is an understanding of why these rituals were
personally significant and how reengagement in these meaningful events may aid in
alumni members’ service to the school from the perspective that ritual participation
helped alumni members to create an emotional attachment and lifelong bond to their alma
mater.
Theoretical Framework
In a book Manning published in 2000, she explained that rituals connect people in
the most primal stages through community and culture-building, individual and collective
celebration. Viewing through an anthropological lens, this author was one of the first to
weigh higher education culture via the work of rituals. In Manning’s words, culture
provides a sort of “script” for rituals and ceremonies which in turn serve as cultural
markers on campus. More than just a byproduct of culture, rituals serve to hold the
community together. The concept of understanding the campus culture through
knowledge about rituals and ceremonies serves as the theoretical framework by which
this study will be conducted.
Rituals serve as “depositories of the accumulated meaning within a college
culture,” and SLAU has an ability to tap into these meanings perceived by individual
members of her alumni base (Manning, 2000, p. 3). It is fully expected that some of
these members will recall certain rituals differently or emphasize completely separate
events. After all, Manning (2000) posits that the ritual “script” may freely change with

9

the changing of time and influence. Part of the strength of this study is to examine how
each alumni member made meaning through their individual experiences on campus. It
can be assumed that those rituals spoken about in high frequencies with more detail may
be an important tool used by administrators to determine how the institution is more
widely viewed.
Just as Manning defined ritual events that college students and graduates have
fond memories of, when asked to talk about rituals, three forms will be accepted as
relevant: rites of passage, secular ceremonies, and cultural performances. Going through
a rite of passage gives the student access to an additional part of the community like the
event of commencement confers the title of alumni member onto a graduate. Secular
ceremonies restate the structure of organizational culture like freshman orientation is a
lesson in campus ways. Cultural performances are the least formal version of ritual and
may include unscripted events like attending athletic events.
The theoretical framework that served as a guide to this study is grounded in
interpretive research and has been chosen for its commonness and familiarity in
qualitative processes (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). This perspective assumes that reality is
socially constructed and multiple interpretations may exist of a single event. Furthermore,
knowledge from the researcher’s perspective is not found, it is constructed. Creswell
(2014), preferring to use the term constructivism instead of interpretivism, explains that
views are “negotiated socially and historically […] not simply imprinted on individuals
but are formed through interaction with others (hence social constructivism) and through
historical and cultural norms that operate in individuals’ lives” (p. 8).
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Within this interpretivism perspective, adopting phenomenology as a viewpoint
means an attempt will be made to understand the buried meanings and the essence of an
experience as well as how participants make sense of such an experience (Giorgi, 1989).
Being informed by phenomenology as an interpretivist theoretical perspective, a
methodology such as descriptive phenomenology will help to understand the individual
consciousness of each alumni member in an attempt to glean the essences, patterns, and
structure of his or her experience with SLAU rituals. In referring to the wholeness of
experiences lived by the alumni member, this approach will provide a way to create
themes of what is in the consciousness of the study’s participants. This type of research
is powerful in the ability to construe understanding of the significance and meaning of a
particular phenomenon as it is lived (van Manen, 1990). Data gathering methods used
include semi-structured interviews, artifact examination, and non-participant observation.
Assumptions
Several assumptions were made in this study. It was assumed that every
participant of this study gave their account of common rituals perhaps even dramatically
different than others. The “truth” experienced by each alumni member, even though
divergent, does not make it any less of a real experience. As a researcher, it is important
to realize that, even though accounts may be recalled differently, this is a strength of the
descriptive phenomenological research approach. The way in which a participant
chooses to tell his or her particular story is a powerful artifact of how meaning making is
being personally dealt with according to campus rituals.
It was also assumed that those chosen to be interviewed, asked to present an
artifact, and observed understand the basic concept of ritual and can recognize when it
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happens on campus. Although not specifically stated in the interview protocol when
conversing with the research participants, when asked to talk about rituals, three forms
were accepted as relevant through data interpretation: rites of passage, secular
ceremonies, and cultural performances (as in Manning, 2000). Going through a rite of
passage gives the student or alumni member access into an additional part of the
community like the event of commencement confers the title of alumni member onto a
graduate. Secular ceremonies restate the structure of organizational culture like
convocation is a lesson in campus ways. Cultural performances are the least formal
version of ritual and may include unscripted events like attending athletic events.
Another explanation of ritual behavior that will be accepted is offered by Kertzer
(1988) as having four characteristics. First, ritual is a labeled and repetitive outline of
behavior. Second, it traditionally showcases religious practices that seem sacred to the
participant. Third, ritual is comprised of timing elements that typically have a liturgical
order. Last, it has a spatial component as it takes place in a specified location or type of
location. For the purpose of this study, just as Kertzer suggests, the second and third of
these features will be loosely interpreted so that non-spiritual, informal events like sitting
with friends in the dining hall or reading on the academic quadrangle will be considered
as long as the participated deems such actions to be sacred in their college experience.
Limitations
This study has limitations that should be acknowledged but provide implications
for future research. Although rich narratives were achieved, the participation of only ten
alumni members for data collection through interviews, artifact examination, and nonparticipant observations limit the amount of general saturation available as a
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representation of the entire alumni population. Furthermore, these alumni members
represent those who are most involved with the campus community through the
proceedings of the alumni relations office. The perspective of those who do not frequent
campus or observe rituals not tracked or known through the involvement of this office
was not obtained.
Also, my presence as a school administrator may catalyze bias in the interviews as
alumni members either try to use them as a platform for change or play up their
experience with rituals as a way to impress me. An ever-present factor in interviews is
also the fact that all people are not as equally articulate. Use of peer debriefing from a
consultant with expertise in the area of the study helped the researchers with revisions.
Delimitations
This study has a couple of delimitations. One delimitation is the conscious
exclusionary and inclusionary decisions made by the researcher during the development
of the plan of study due to different factors deemed germane to the study. First, in regards
to the choice of purpose, the goal is to elucidate the essence of alumni ritual experiences
as they are lived and not to enumerate each specific ritual the research participant deems
important. It is the collection of these experiences expected to be the most helpful in
decanting how the participants may continue to be involved in these events in a way to
catalyze engagement; cataloging what could be hundreds of rituals would detract from
this process.
Another delimitation made was in regards to the restriction of time available to
complete the project before the researcher was not involved with the target institution and
therefore no longer be afforded the resources to complete the work. Only 10 participants
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were chosen for this research as a goal was to elucidate the perspective so richly that the
reader is drawn into the work so that he or she may experience the culture of SLAU. As a
phenomenological work, it is important to allow enough time to be able to gauge the
components of an authentic experience whether emotional, psychological, or even
physical. Another time saver was the inclusion of highly involved alumni as they are
more easily identified and contacted because of updated directory information among
other factors.
Definition of Terms
SLAU. – A Southern liberal arts university that is the focus of this study.
Alumni. – Those who have obtained an undergraduate degree from SLAU.
Engagement. – Monetary and non-monetary support behaviors exhibited by
alumni towards their alma mater that show an affinity for the institution and for
each other.
Campus Ritual. – Performative act involving symbols and follows a previously
set and recognizable form (Magolda, 2003).
Study Overview
This chapter presented an introduction to a study of the importance of ritual as it
pertains to a Southern liberal arts university. Chapter 2 will provide a comprehensive
review of the literature on rituals in higher education, with an emphasis on the
importance of alumni engagement in colleges and universities and how this phenomenon
can be expressed as ritual. Chapter 3 outlines the qualitative methodology and methods
used in the study. Chapters 4 and 5 present the findings of the research as well as
discussions, implications, and conclusions of those findings.
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Chapter 2
Review of the Literature
The following is a critical review of the literature on alumni engagement in rituals
in higher education, which will establish the context for this study. The literature of this
review is organized into three main areas. The first will be an overview of rituals as they
have been generally enacted on college campuses. The overview is not meant to be
specific to activities at SLAU with more general detail given on ritual theories significant
to higher education. Next, an exploration of student engagement theory is undertaken as
it informs the alumni experience. Following a discussion of student engagement will be
studied on the importance of alumni engagement in the context of higher education are
reviewed and discussed. These studies emphasize how vital less studied non-monetary
alumni behaviors are to the health of a higher education institution as well as the alumni
engagement function itself. Lastly, studies on how alumni participate in such rituals are
reviewed and discussed with an explanation of ritual forms investigated in the context of
this study. The chapter will conclude with a summary of the literature review.
Nature of Ritual in Higher Education
According to Magolda (2000), rituals “[1] are seldom scrutinized, [2] are
important sources for revealing social and cultural conditions, [3] reveal much about the
ritual organizers and participants, and [4] are political acts that communicate expectations
and norms for behavior and performance (that is, transmit culture)” (p. 32). Additionally,
rituals are behavioral patterns that are repeatable, have purpose, and have developed a
sense of rightness between the people who participate in them (Young, 1999). Rituals
mirror basic human needs and desires; they all express values while most affect behavior.
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Reconsidering and reforming our rituals will help us advance our institutions, especially
those that aim to be learning communities. A ritual is a learning practice that is firmly
planted in the essence of the community. It helps participants join their life experiences to
those of other people (Young, 1999, p. 11).
Quantz (1999) calls on researchers to think of ritual as a “complex, multivoiced,
even contradictory set of phenomena” when seeking to understand its effect on social life
(p. 504). Early theoretical sociologists like Durkenheim and Turner viewed ritual as a
powerful shaper of social structures. For Durkenheim, ritual had a place in building social
cohesion. Turner thought of these phenomena as a mechanism for social transformation.
Perhaps Kertzer (1988) said it best when noting,
In defining ritual, I am not, of course, trying to discover what ritual “really” is, for
it is not an entity to be discovered. Rather, ritual is an analytical category that
helps us deal with the chaos of human experience and put it into a coherent
framework. There is thus no right or wrong definition of ritual, but only one that
is more or less useful in helping us understand the world in which we live. (p. 23)
Through statements like these, it becomes clear that Kertzer was not interested in forcing
ritual into a specific classification as that would strip its importance from the whole of the
campus culture. Rituals are found everywhere and mean much.
Additional considerations come as Manning (1994) sought to “understand and
interpret the purposes, enactments, and meaning that respondents assigned to the overall
ritual process” regarding college life (p. 46). In this research, the overall goal of the work
was to describe how a single community can have multiple voices and knowledge about
the ways rituals are used to make meaning in such a setting. The author claimed Moor

16

and Myerhoff’s anthropology of experience perspective as a theoretical lens to inform the
methodology—constructivist inquiry. In this particular research, data gathering methods
included a combination of respondent interviews, observation, and document analysis
over a six-month period. For interviews, snowball sampling of students, alumni
members, and administrators participated in a semi-structured inquiry model until there
emerged data saturation on 5 themes. The author attended over 50 events thought of on
campus as rituals by those interviewed for observation. Also, document analysis was
performed using various student newsletters, alumni events, archived information, and
memos.
After a constant comparative analysis method to conduct simultaneous analysis,
the author chose to key on the participants’ metaphors to glean interpretations on the
nature of college rituals for the school in question. Rituals, Manning reports, possess the
capacity for the following: 1) evolution, 2) generation, 3) transformation, 4) revolution,
and 5) are cyclical. In using metaphors, not only were they used to describe rituals but
respondents also used them to “construct meaning about themselves and the college” (p.
57). In addition, the interplay of these 5 themes indicates that rituals can represent the
mission of the organization and form how college affiliates interpret their community.
For a school struggling with community-building, rituals can be a source of help.
Context of Ritual for the Student Experience
To fully discuss the alumni experience, student involvement must first be
considered. Astin (1984) defines student involvement as the amount of physical and
physiological energy a student contributes to the experience of obtaining a degree. It is
described that a highly involved student looks like an individual who spends a lot of time
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on campus, is actively participatory in student organizations, and frequently interacts
with other student peers as well as staff and faculty. Any college thrives on the
interactions between students, faculty and staff, as well as the community it is located in.
Moreover, it has been shown that student involvement is highly beneficial for students’
success. For example, McClenney (2007) points out that student engagement lately has
become a gradually more significant part of the language of college debates concerning
effective scholastic exercises and student achievement.
While academic education in the classroom is, of course, the core aspect of a
college’s mission, this sense of community can also be fostered outside the classroom.
Activities such as student clubs and events, newsletters, and student government can
promote student involvement while also building leadership and inspiring social and
political interest. Student engagement can have fundamental and long-lasting effects. One
of the most consistent engagement opportunities across higher education is the existence
of student government. Astin (1984) states that participation in student government is
related to better than average growths in “political liberalism, hedonism, artistic interests,
and status needs as well as greater than average gratification with student friendships” (p.
526). It was described that it was the active involvement in student government that
forced frequent peer interaction, and it is this regular interaction that amplifies a general
college experience without the same level of involvement. Furthermore, it was found that
the more a student gets involved in the co-curricular offerings of the college, the more a
student will grow in academic acumen and personal development. Engagement
opportunities for students create positive effects. Storch and Ohlson (2009) have shown
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that robust student service agendas ultimately lead to enhanced interpersonal abilities and
aid in the groundwork for contemporary and future accomplishment.
A college education should not be limited to acquiring knowledge and skills in
class, but should also aim for developing students to become productive, yet
simultaneously critically-thinking citizens of our society. Student services are an
important part in this. Seider, Rabinowicz, and Gillmor (2010) state services intended for
the co-curricular development of students amplified their mindfulness of political and
social matters; intensified their pledge to service; nurtured their curiosity in pursuing
socially responsible efforts; and reinforced their obligation to work for social
transformation. The authors cited that through the work of student services,
Students characterized their learning from each of these sources as powerful and
eye-opening, and learning about these factors and challenges related to these
social and political problems had a positive effect on their commitment to
philanthropy, public service, socially responsible careers, and expected political
voice” (Seider et al., 2010, p. 68).
The investment of time in student engagement practices pays dividends for the participant
many years after graduation.
Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) explain that a student’s individual output of effort
and involvement can be extrapolated to find how impactful a college experience has
been, institutions should give special attention to student engagement practices which
encourage interpersonal and academic growth through extracurricular offerings. In fact,
college student success as a function of engagement while on campus is studied
extensively by many of the field’s most well-known researchers such as George Kuh and
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Vincent Tinto. It should be made clear, however, that student success is not the only
product of high engagement; institutions will see success if students are active on campus
as well. If student engagement is considered the time and effort devoted by students to
certain activities that are linked empirically to sought-after outcomes of the institution,
such institutions should use calculated measures to release the resources necessary to
grow this engagement thereby improving student outcomes (Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley,
Bridges, & Hayek, 2007). That is not to say that students do not have their own stake in
engaging in their community, but it is actually a partnership between student and
institution that informs a conceptual framework for presenting the overall student
experience in a way that creates stronger academic performance, persistence, cognitive
development, psychosocial development, moral and ethical development, college
adjustment, practical competence, skills transferability, and acquisition of social capital
and ultimately makes the institution more successful (Haper & Quaye, 2009).
For institutions to enjoy the sort of collaboration with students that lead to
successful outcomes, there must be a commitment to the college. Deep integration into
both the social and academic parts of a higher education experience ensures this
commitment (Tinto, 1993). A product of great commitment manifests in the form of
student persistence and, for students to complete their degree work on a campus, they
must become integrated into the communities represented by both social and academic
pursuits. Marcia B. Baxter Magolda (2001) explains that building community, and
therefore student agency in said community, is spurred by a recognition of institutional
history and traditions through a sharing of rituals exemplifying practices in these realms.
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In a 2011 study, Daniel Elkins, Scott Forrester, and Amelia Noel-Elkins provide a
poignant example of community creation and the perception of students being accepted.
Those participating on intercollegiate athletic teams, explained these authors, develop a
greater sense of campus community because of their recognition and appreciation of the
rituals and traditions of the institution they attend. Indeed, rituals not only have an impact
on a sense of belonging to a community but also has a holistic positive impact on student
learning (Thornton & Jaeger, 2007). In the same study, students considered having
moderate or high involvement out-of-class rated knowledge and interaction with campus
rituals, traditions, and history as a high priority as opposed to lower rating from
unengaged students. The researchers suggest that this knowledge of tradition and
engagement in ritual practices contributes to a greater than average sense of community.
Being “accepted” into a community is referenced in William Tierney’s work
entitled Organizational Socialization in Higher Education. Here, socialization is explored
through the student perspective by citing that early socialization studies revolved around
harsh or forceful aspects of being accepted into a group through ritual such as through
fraternity initiation or a dramatic Founder’s Day celebration ritual. These studies did
much to help examine how a student becomes incorporated on campus by changing from
the status of outsider, however; the author calls for more attention to supportive sorts of
rituals that catalyze socialization as “there is virtually no research that supports the view
that individuals in organizations such as colleges and universities are socialized primarily
through major flash points such as a "reality shock" or an abrupt ritualistic transition”
(Tierney, 1997, p. 3). It seems that even “every day” rituals matter.
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Peter Magolda adopts this modernist interpretation of organizational socialization
when seeking to identify how campus culture shapes the student experience. After
observing how student and campus identity was affected by the campus tour and other
ritualistic events, it was ascertained that community is built through ritual practice
(Magolda, 2000). Interestingly, these practices can be both formal and informal. Rituals
are an anticipated part of the higher education exercise and, although seldom scrutinized,
disclose evidence of the social-cultural environment of the institution as well as unveil
information about the community’s participants and communicate expectations and
standards of behavior and performance for these participants (p. 32). Campus rituals are
inherited as students become normalized to the identity and behaviors of their institution.
Through this research of observing how a community participated in rituals, Magolda
discovered an improved understanding of the people inside the institution as well as the
culture of the institution itself. It should be noted that the research focused on a singular
campus—the University of Miami, Ohio—and, as such, these certain rituals cannot be
generalized onto another, but the concepts surrounding community identity can. Rituals
can help students feel a sense of belonging while creating a more inclusive community.
Just as important, rituals preserve campus history and the traditions observed throughout
a campus space while connecting students and other stakeholders, such as alumni,
through the common experience.
For students to feel belongingness to a campus community, they must have
“moved away from the norms and behavioral patterns of past associations” (Tinto, 1993,
p. 98). In doing so, they assimilate into a once foreign college environment successfully
by adopting new behavior patterns and other norms specific to the university’s context.
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As Tinto explains, it is difficult to pinpoint the moment or action where such
connectedness goes into effect, especially in the college experience, but clues do point to
various ways this may happen in a student’s experience. Some specific ways research
shows a transmuting of belongingness involvement in various ritual activities in Greek
life, student government, residence halls, intramural sports, and even relationships with
faculty members. All these experiences aid in the student feeling a part of the fabric of
campus.
Connection between Student Experience and Alumni Engagement
Researchers suggest that “campus administrators must be aware that student
experiences on campus today play a role in predicting alumni support for tomorrow”
(Weerts & Ronca, 2008, p. 289). The transactional nature of higher education cannot be
avoided. Extrapolating this thinking to the alumni experience means that certain benefits,
defined in this situation by positive experiences and tangible assistances, should be
refined to act as “payment” for alumni engagement.
Mary Stuart and colleagues (2011) discussed the interplay between student
engagement through extracurricular activity (ECA) and post-graduation outcomes. In this
work where diverse undergraduate students and alumni were interviewed, the alumni
reported that ECAs were instrumental in aiding not only in finding employment after
graduating but were also key in developing identity of self which enabled the creation of
important social networks.
These “successful” alumni were then asked to reflect on noteworthy ECAs.
Involvement was varied as now managerial-level employees were programming through
student union boards, participating in student clubs and organizations, and volunteering
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off campus through the associations provided by campus partners. These alumni
emphasized how vital the social aspect of ECA involvement became as an avenue to
make new associates. Not only were friends made, but engagement of this type still helps
them feel more socially supported as they participate in the workforce even now—years
after graduation. In the end, the presence of extracurricular activities introduced a greater
sense of well-being and overall happiness while on campus.
Participating in activities while in college makes a difference in persistence to a
degree (Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, & Nora, 1996). Not only does engaging
on campus help to make more graduates but it also leaves the alumni with a better rate of
satisfaction when looking back on the college experience (Knox, Lindsay, & Kolb, 1992).
In addition to involvement during college aiding in institutional approval of the alumni
member, it has been found that wholesome health-related behaviors, charitable giving,
positive community participation, and other behaviors desired for college alumni and
citizens in general are a result of a strongly engaged student experience (Johnson, 2004).
When surveying what proffers alumni engagement, it can be seen through the literature
that proclivity to engage back with the institution is molded in part by alumni perception
of experiences while in college as well as current institutional quality (Brittingham &
Pezzullo, 1990; Leslie & Ramey, 1988).
Importance of Alumni Engagement in Higher Education
Budget cuts abound in the education sector, and post-secondary institutions are
not immune to the burn. Indeed, support from businesses, foundations, and individuals
will prove to be increasingly important for college and university revenue generation for
the foreseeable future (Bruggink & Siddiqui, 1995). For these individual donors, many
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campuses see their own alumni as the most consistent source of those giving. Sung and
Yang (2008) writes that “universities need to cultivate a good relationship with their
students and to obtain favorable reputation held by students” (p. 778). The student
experience is where the cultivation begins. If alumni members look on their time on
campus while obtaining a degree as a positive one, that is one less barrier to giving for
development offices to overcome.
Another campus department that is easily overlooked, especially because of its
proximity to development at most institutions, is alumni relations. With the financial state
of many American higher education institutions, the work of development offices is a
highly active topic. With that being the case, the effort in alumni relations offices is
largely unnoticed. Due to emphasis on money-making, many forget about the important
work alumni relations officials do to engage alumni members not just in the effort of
financial cultivation but also the cultivation of political advocacy and volunteering on the
school’s behalf. The role of alumni relations in our higher education intuitions cannot be
ignored, and the operational structure of many schools is evolving to take advantage of
the strengths these departments have in moving potential donors to consistent givers.
There are other aspects of higher education that need attention, and possible operational
changes according to a study by Sun, Hoffman, and Grady (2007). In their report, they
posit not only enhancing alumni services based on stakeholders is required as a necessary
means to positively affect fundraising but also that those raising funds through alumni
could increase solicitations that focus on the following four elements: 1) help build
relationship between graduates, current students, and faculty, 2) strive to give a quality
educational experience, and 3) think of current students as future donors, and collaborate
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with all campus stakeholders to build a comprehensive alumni communication strategy
(Sun, Hoffman, & Grady, 2007).
Advancement function. Advancement is a relatively new term in the realm of
higher education history. The function of such offices includes “managing relationships
to increase understanding and support among an educational institution's key
constituents, including alumni and friends, government policymakers, the media,
members of the community and philanthropic entities of all types” (CASE). The primary
pieces of an advancement office include marketing, communications, alumni relations,
and fundraising. A large goal as a product of their work includes securing private
financial backing from possible donors dedicated to the mission of the institution. In
many institutions, the fundraising arm (also known as development) works in tandem
with alumni relations and communications/marketing to realize specific parts of
institutional financial needs.
Donor statistics. Directly after the latest economic recession, both the number of
alumni donors and the dollar amount given by those donors took a sharp dip
(donorCentrics™ Annual Report on Higher Education Alumni Giving, 2013). Even
before that time, many in the field became concerned about a lack of donor number even
though monetary amounts gleaned stayed constant. In the last years, however, there has
been a rebound to trends that seem to mirror pre-recession rates—alumni donors dipping
while revenue growing. It does seem that donor retention rates have stabilized in the last
two years, but donor activation issues have still been a thorn in the side of many
institutional advancement offices. Another issue facing advancement offices are
participation rates in recurring giving programs—seeing a dip in donors in the past
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couple of years. A hallmark of other nonprofit organizations, recurring giving programs
are starting to be developed in a widespread manner throughout many different types of
higher education institutions.
As a part of the 2013 report, it was published that private institutions struggle the
most with general alumni giving participation rates with a 3% drop since 2011. That
makes the total rate of giving 20% among all private school alumni members. Public
alumni giving rates have stayed steady over the last three years, but overall participation
is setting only at 7% of all public school graduates.
Donor retention rates have been remarkably stable after the national economic
recovery. Private institutions boasted a 67% median donor retention rate. Public schools
have maintained a 58% median donor retention rate since 2011. Overall, with 61% of
both private and public school donors retained, these rates have served as a strongly
positive metric for the health of higher education giving programs.
Looking at the actual amount of money brought in per donor is also helpful in
evaluating the impact of alumni giving. The median revenue received per alumni donor in
actual dollars decreased for private school and increased for public intuitions. For every
donor graduating from a private school, that institution received an average of $660. This
amount was down $3 from the year before. For public schools, the amount was $407. Of
particular note, this amount represented an increase from $376 from 2011 to 2013.
Nature of endowments. The ways in which alumni giving varies from institution
to institution (Leslie & Ramey, 1988). When schools receive money from state and
federal governments, it is meant to be spent in a highly directed way. Support that is
voluntary from alumni members is relatively unrestricted, however. Such funds help to
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build an endowment fund that is most likely a major source of discretionary money for
any institution that uses such a model. In this manner, schools are often set apart when
endowment sizes are considered as larger funds in this area mean more room to take
financial risks and the crucial advent of more creativity. In the example of tuition
discounting, alumni funds could be routed to bear the brunt of the program instead of
laying the burden on other students not receiving the discounted rate.
History as it pertains to philanthropic giving and its use in balancing institutional
budgets has evolved. A total of about 10% of institutional expenditures was made
possible by voluntary giving from 1940 to 1960. These figures declined to about 5%
from 1975 to 1980.
There are generally two types of funds that rely heavily on alumni participation.
These include major gifts and the annual fund drive. The strategy for capital campaigns
and planned giving usually includes identifying a small, wealthy subset of the alumni
population to cultivate for major gifts in a face-to-face manner. Another strategy exists
for annual funds as all potential donors are canvassed.
Donor model. The selection process to identify donors for each type of fund is
extraordinarily varied and are most likely ad hoc for each institution. Several researchers
have tried to find an appropriate predictive model for annual fundraising and major gifts.
Lindahl and Winship (1992) have produced a widely used model for this purpose that
includes both geo-demographic data combined with alumni database internal data to
pinpoint who is willing to give. This model has stood the test of time as its two-prong
approach seems to act more appropriately than those relying on single factor predictors.
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When looking at 140,000 alumni from Northwestern University, these researchers
employed a statistical technique called logit analysis to discover which combinations of
these internal and external data points predicts giving best. After results were tabulated, a
scale was built to serve as a practical way to plot an individual’s values in order to judge
the likelihood of giving. For major gifts, past giving appears to be the strongest indicator
of an alumni member giving a larger donation as long as the donor has made a previous
$10,000 gift. Current salary is key as those who make over $200,000 per year tend to be
positioned to make large gifts. Age is reflected in the number of years after graduation
with most probable donors graduating over 50 years ago. Variable such as living
proximity to campus, occupation, and status of children education level did not seem
significant in this model.
For annual fundraising, past giving had the strongest effect. Even more so than
major donors, the recency of a previous gift had a large impact on future philanthropy
with the potential increasing positively for the most contemporary givers. In this model,
the number of years since graduation did not seem to have an effect on giving until 30
years out. Other indicators with significant positive effects on potential gifts include sex
as males tend to give more often, having a spouse graduate from a college of similar size,
past usage of an event questionnaire, information on the giver’s job title (which had no
effect on the major gift model), proximity to campus, and religious involvement as an
undergraduate.
As it pertains to ritual, both the effects of proximity to campus and religious
involvement while obtaining a degree may be integral to understanding how best to
steward alumni members in an effort to move them to give. The closer an alumni member
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lives to campus, the more opportunities are presented to the institution to incorporate
such members into these experiences. Religious practice very often has roots in ritual.
Sociologist Daniel Lee explains that rituals offer the cement that binds religious groups
over an extensive period of time (2005). Unity is brought to a religious congregation by
transcending the members’ individual beliefs and fixing it toward a higher cause. These
causes come with regulations that are dictated through church ritual and, as long as a
congregation member follows the rules, their individual beliefs are not questioned. Lee
connects this notion to other types of social groups like college campus settings.
Since people who are religiously affiliated tend to give at higher rates than those
who are not, a possible way to steward these individuals is to offer ritual in a way that
mirrors religious functions. Doing so may provide a familiar way to interact on campus.
Furthermore, tuning ritual to include rules of giving should be useful in forcing the hand
of members to show more support as a result.
Cost of stewardship. It has become clear that alumni donations can be a vital
piece of an institution’s financial model. The question then becomes whether or not it is
cost effective to fundraise in a manner that includes modeling and stewardship of
potential givers. Harrison (1995) took data from seventeen colleges over three years to
verify if school resources were worth the return on investment.
In this model, resources used for the support of donors included clerical and
professional personnel, office supplies and equipment, office space, and any outside
consultants or other resources. In a surprising finding, the schools in the study exhibited
“no significant relationship between fund-raising activities and percentage of alumni of
record contributing” (Harrison, 1995, p. 79). Even though there was a large net dollar
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return to activities that helped fundraising, this came through utilizing resources in an
intimate way and not necessarily through festivals or other large events or special galalike programs.
How to improve giving. In literature revolving around charitable giving, social
science has produced several motivations for donors to make the more to give. These
factors include altruism, direct benefits, and reciprocity (Bruggink & Siddiqui, 1995).
The altruism that an alumni member holds for his or her institution may be determined by
the necessity to help society at large by way of an educational donation. Reciprocity may
come as loyalty towards the school is expressed through a transactional manner. Direct
benefits come into play as an institution can leverage perks that appeal to their
constituency base. Many times, all three of these factors come together to motivate a
potential giver. It is largely up to the institution to make the “ask”, and it seems to
behoove each school to rely on these factors when doing so.
The power of marketing and communication can never be underestimated when it
comes to higher education fundraising. In 2011, the University of Chicago unveiled a
new effort to increase giving return on the hardest to reach areas: never donors, nondonors to a degree-holders specific college, lapsed donors, gave last year but not this
year, and gave a second year but not this year. Using a new direct mail approach that
allowed each college the autonomy to appeal to their own graduates, the university saw
many new donors (Alumni Giving Case Study – Grizzard Communications, n.d.). For
the first time, alumni members were seeing a specific call to action for their college and
not a generic university solicitation mail. In the months after a single direct mail piece,
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alumni participation rates increased by 51%. This example shows that a small change in
the way alumni members are solicited could mean a big return.
For many schools, increasing the number of donors is as much of a priority as the
amount raised. One-day giving challenges seem to be the most contemporary way of
gleaning large numbers of new donors. In 2014, Centre College engineered a day of
giving campaign that challenged students, alumni, parents, faculty and staff, and friends
of the College to give 500 gifts on March 18 in exchange for $100,000 from two
anonymous Trustees (Fund the Flame campaign finishes strong - Centre College, 2014).
In under 24 hrs, the campaign had not only captured 271 first-time givers, over $400,000
was raised in total. Alumni members made up just under 75% of the givers. The use of
social media was a key component of the strategy for this campaign, and many people
were activated by the challenge component as well.
After completing a campaign or meeting a giving goal, making sure donors are
thanked efficiently and in a meaningful manner will help to retain them for the next year.
Campbell University hosted a social media tag day where students, faculty, and staff
tagged an item around campus in a picture post with a short note of thanks (Giving, n.d.).
The online reach crested over 130,000 views and many returning donors cited the
campaign as a reason why they gave again.
Further suggestions for improvement. There are many goals for an
advancement office. Ideally increasing both alumni participation and total money raised
will be the product of a well-run operation. Through researching this report, several
suggestions come to mind to help fundraising endeavors when it comes to alumni
members.
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As schools graduate bigger classes and younger alumni participate at lower rates,
these trends of fewer donors will likely continue. Until programs can apply aggressive
consistent recurring gift programs which appeal to younger donors, this trend is likely not
alterable. With these thoughts in mind, young donors should not be forgotten even
though they may not be able to give in large amounts at first. More stewardship now
means fewer touches needed in the future once these alums are old enough to fit into
major gift models.
First-time donors have continuously been the most puzzling group to preserve in
the second year of giving. Over the past ten years, the capability to retain these givers has
lessened. This is most likely due to more vigorous senior giving programs. “In 2013, the
overall median new donor retention rates held steady at 26%, with a 1% increase among
public institutions and a 2% drop among private institutions” (donorCentrics™ Annual
Report on Higher Education Alumni Giving, 2013, p. 3). It certainly makes sense to start
building a giving culture even before a student has graduated, but it is vital to make
certain that efforts do not go by the wayside when it comes to campaigns targeting
second-year donors right out of college.
Non-monetary behaviors of alumni. Weerts et al. (2010) provide insight into the
non-monetary support behaviors of college alumni in a mixed methods study. They
mention that despite the mounting importance of leveraging alumni support for higher
education, the subject of alumni involvement in colleges and universities is still largely
understudied. Even though study of college alumni members largely focused on giving
trends, these members can offer a diverse amount of support to their affiliated
institutions—government lobbying and advisory boards are such examples. Since there

33

is such a dearth of information on this topic, many college administrators have no bearing
when it comes to approaching alumni engagement in this way. Such a purpose was
examined through two main research questions that ask the ways in which alumni are
responding to institutional requests for involvement and the models capable of examining
attributes of alumni who will most likely engage in the work of the institution (Weerts et
al., 2010).
The authors utilized a construct validation theory from Nora and Cabrera (1993)
to inform their design. In this way, they hope to expand the current literature to help
scholars delve deeper into improving practice on the topics of development and alumni
relations. Heavy reliance on Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) allowed the
examination of whether alumni non-monetary giving behavior should or should not be
grouped into several different constructs. CFA has been employed in the past to study
student-faculty mentorship and institutional commitment, so this lens was ready-made for
such a higher education project.
Since research is extremely limited and with a lack of scholarly resources
available, the authors heavily reflected on personal experience to shape this project.
Throughout the literature review, the authors began to develop theories about the types of
support pathways available to alumni. These theories were informed by past work on
how individuals form philosophies concerning general non-profit work. Also, social
change, expectancy, and investment theories were interrogated to explain why an
individual would choose to lend support to their alma mater.
Using a sequential mixed methods design, the authors argue that knowing and
understanding this topic can be more fully understood. Sequential methods, in this case,
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involved using qualitative and quantitative approaches in two individual phases so that
one method informs the following method. Phase one included the use of focus groups
(qualitative) to discover non-monetary support behaviors of alumni from a particular
institution. After analyzing survey results, a survey was created to canvas a larger
segment of this school’s alumni population. The bulk of the information on this study
revolved around these survey results. However, the uncharacterized focus group helped
the researchers to develop behavioral constructs for use in the survey.
The survey was sent to 2,400 alumni members randomly selected from 169,773
individuals falling between the ages of 30 and 70. A 60% response rate was gleaned. Of
all those completing the survey, 514 alumni self-reported engaging in behaviors
categorized as service-oriented in regards to their alma mater—not solely monetary
giving.
Data analysis methods incorporating qualitative design revolved around the
notion that eight non-monetary giving behaviors can be exhibited by alumni. These
specific behaviors can be corralled into two main constructs: political advocacy and
volunteerism. Observation from the survey indicates that behaviors are diverse within
these two constructs. For example, alumni seem to be very active in contacting state
officials on behalf of their school, but they rarely use officially organized initiatives to do
so. For volunteerism, a large repository of alumni members played several roles for the
school that are not related to development and fund-raising.
Quantitative Confirmatory Factor Analysis from the survey indicated that alumni
support is not defined by one single construct comprised of eight behaviors. Actually,
alumni support follows two latent factors, each represented by four unique behaviors. It
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turns out that the confirmatory factor analysis results speak to the original authors’
hypothesis that alumni support is multidimensional. Two latent factors specifically
underscore alumni support: volunteerism and political advocacy (Weerts et al., 2010).
In discussing these results, the authors found many aspects of their research
useful. For example, their model explained that the three most crucial methods of
volunteerism—recruitment, mentoring, and participating in events—tended to be mostly
informal and the least likely to be considered high profile. As such, these efforts may not
be as well documented by the school as serving on a board or hosting events may be.
Administrators should make an effort to more formally approach such activities if they
wish to properly track alumni involvement. For political advocacy, a surprising number
of alumni were active in lobbying efforts, but a lack of formal organization by the school
limited knowledge about these efforts.
It seems that Weerts et al. (2010) discuss the importance of formalizing alumni
engagement activities for a couple of main reasons. First, more structure for
volunteerism and political advocacy gives a greater sense of legitimacy for these pieces
of engagement. Second, alumni engagement can be more effectively scored if alumni
relations administrators can keep track of which members are getting involved and how
they are doing so. It follows that understanding how alumni members view rituals can
also help to formalize them in a way that attracts more people to continually participate
while they are being carried out in the community. Perhaps, through analysis of the
resulting data of this study, recommendations can be made regarding the use of rituals as
a meaningful engagement tool for alumni members.

36

Characteristics of Alumni Donors
In this era of constrained resources, public scrutiny, global competition, and digital
communities, a strong alumni relations program should be valued as critical to the
success of educational institutions. The work of Alumni Relations is of great importance
to our universities. Not only do these offices steward alumni as a precious resource of
funding, they also must find ways to catalyze volunteerism and political advocacy to
further the interest of the institution. Weerts and Ronca (2008) provide insight into how
alumni relations offices may predict volunteers for alumni club support, advisory board
service, political advocacy and more.
The purpose of this study was to construct a summary of college alumni who are
ready to support their former school through volunteering of time, professional
knowledge, and political activism. Such a purpose was examined through the main
research question: “What are the characteristics of alumni donors who are likely to
become institutional advocates and volunteers?” (Weerts & Ronca, 2008, p. 276).
The authors combined several theories from two fronts to inform their conceptual
framework. Both voluntary support for non-profit organizations and literature on alumni
giving assisted in shaping a broader theoretical framework. In general, alumni support is
anchored by two variables: capacity and inclination to support.
Using paradigms such as social exchange theory, expectancy theory, and the
investment model, the researchers utilized a binomial logistic regression model to
“classify alumni donors into two groups based on whether or not the alumnus is an active
donor only or both an active donor and an active volunteer” (Weerts & Ronca, 2008, p.
279). Data was gleaned from the Alumni Connections survey from the Wisconsin Center
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for the Advancement of Postsecondary Education. The population surveyed represented
a sample of Wisconsin graduates between the ages of 30 and 70 still residing in the
United States—a total of 1,076 responses. After stratification based on sex, age, and
membership in key alumni organizations, divisions were demarcated that separated the
entire population of concern into mutually exclusive clusters. Survey variables examined
included sex, age, employment status, civic or religious commitments, academic
engagement, social engagement, primary academic year residence, ratio of financial
burden, external relations effort, alumni attitudes, legacy status, and number of degrees.
The dependent variable was an indicator variable of both alumni financial and volunteer
support.
Due to the way the data was stratified, a weighting procedure was used to balance the
equality in probability of action. After running a binomial logistic regression with the
weighted values, variables were dropped that were not significant at an alpha level of
0.05. The model was then refitted to explore only significant variables.
The final model only showed two significant contributions to alumni volunteerism—
residency and gender. Living in the same state as the institution would most certainly
give participants more access to volunteer opportunities. Findings suggest “an alumni
donor who is a resident of [the institution’s] home state is approximately 2.19 times more
likely to volunteer than is an alumnus who lives in another state” (Weerts & Ronca, 2008,
p. 286). It would also seem that donors who identify as female are 1.94 times more
probable than their male equivalents to volunteer at the college. This fits a broader
national trend identified by the Bureau of Labor Statistics. In higher education, there
may be a tendency for women to take on the more nurturing responsibility of serving on
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volunteer boards as opposed to husbands who work. It was interesting to note that age
and employment status did not show to be significant when it came to volunteer
participants at the university studied.
Based on the conceptual framework tapped by the researchers, it would be expected
that alumni members who had a positive undergraduate experience at the school would
be more apt to volunteer. Although not specifically significant statistically, “alumni
donors who reported high levels of academic engagement while an undergraduate student
were 1.88 times more likely to volunteer at the university” (Weerts & Ronca, 2008, p.
287) There does seem to be a relationship between academic and student life programs of
high quality effecting volunteerism.
There were several variables that surprised the researchers as showing little positive
correlation with volunteerism. Factors like social engagement while on campus, being a
resident on the campus, and financial aid while in their degree program were not
significant in this study. Final interpretations suggest that alumni choices to volunteer
may be more narrowly affiliated with their individual principles about service as opposed
to the institution’s solicitations to serve.
Based on an investment model, the researchers expected there to be a correlation
between the number of degrees obtained at this institution and the motivation to serve as
a volunteer. It would seem that “for each additional degree earned, alumni donors were
1.79 times more likely to volunteer” (Weerts & Ronca, 2008, p. 288) Investment by way
of legacy students did not have an impact, however. The data shows that just because
multiple members of an alums family obtained a degree from this school, there may still
not be any more motivation to volunteer.
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In their final discussion, the researchers suggest that university administrators should
pay attention to the fact that how students experienced their campus while obtaining a
degree plays a large role in forecasting alumni backing in the future. Higher education is
not insulated from the impact of consumerism, and it seems this is another example of
how people will follow through with responsibilities only if they feel the product sold to
them was worth the money. From an admissions standpoint, the trend is to tie every
scholarship to philanthropy or service as it pertains to the applicant’s resume. This
emerging process is a way for schools to fill their campus with “givers”. This tactic
bodes well for alumni volunteerism as alumni contributors who volunteer are usually
service oriented and civically involved” (Weerts & Ronca, 2008). Creating a cycle of
bringing in active new students then engaging them at a high level in undergrad seems to
form a better pool of alumni volunteers.
Connecting the Literature
Through this review, several aspects of the campus ritual experience and the
outcomes of its participation have been enumerated. Rituals are prescribed by the
traditions of a higher education community, and include repetitive rites of passage,
secular ceremonies, and cultural performances. Although seldom scrutinized by the
participants, rituals reveal much about these individuals, especially in regards to
understanding how members of the community bind their life experiences to one another
and the college.
For the alumni experience to be fully explained, the student experience must be
uncovered. It is common sentiment for alumni relations professionals to say that the
greatest means of creating a group of engaged alumni is to begin with a group of
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engaged, committed students. Therefore, to grow an enthusiastic and successful alumni
relations effort, aim for a wildly successful student experience. Student engagement
theory underpins the idea that the level of university engagement for students that are on
a campus for only one to six years dictates how this group will interact with the
institution for the remainder of their lives. Indeed, it is their years on campus that form
the foundation of their relationship with the school. To prop up engagement, students
should feel a sense of belongingness. Rituals aid in this effort of building community, and
the office of alumni relations plays a key role in keeping the rituals of a certain campus
alive.
A goal of any institution hoping to be successful in the arena of higher education
must be to place alumni stewardship as a high priority. Alumni are important to
universities for their monetary and non-monetary giving potential. As budgets become
tighter on most college campuses across the country, the need for alumni support is
reaching desperate levels. However, institutions that are failing to recognize the
importance of this group of donors are seeing a plateau in this group’s giving rate. It has
been said that a powerful way to improve giving rates is to leverage the use of rituals as a
meaningful engagement tool for alumni members. It is imperative that universities begin
to understand how alumni members engaged with campus rituals during their college
career, why they were personally significant, and to elucidate alumni interest to reengage
in these meaningful events.
Chapter Summary
This chapter addressed relevant theories regarding both rituals and alumni
engagement to the study. Even though hard to define, rituals present an important
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engagement aspect for university alumni. Alumni relationship building is key to the
health of any higher education institution, and rituals provide significant opportunities to
engage this group. The next chapter will outline the qualitative methodology and methods
used in the study.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
This study sought to understand how alumni members from a small, private
university in the southern region of the United States experienced campus rituals during
their college career as well as currently engage with the institution via rituals postgraduation. The following central research question guided the inquiry in an effort to
describe the essence of alumni participation at Southern Liberal Arts University (SLAU):
in what ways do alumni perceive the importance of campus rituals in both the student and
alumni experience? To allow phenomenological data to properly emerge, rich
descriptions of participants will be gleaned by sub-questions that include inquiry tools to
understand the following: how do rituals allow alumni continued engagement with their
alma mater? Additionally, how are campus rituals experienced by alumni postgraduation? This study utilized a social constructivist lens adopting a phenomenological
approach to qualitative analysis including the use of interviews to address the research
questions. In the broad philosophical vein of Husserl (1970), this research attempted to
focus on the experience of alumni and its transformation into consciousness. Ultimately,
this study was conducted through a social constructivist lens adopting a
phenomenological approach to qualitative analysis including the use of an initial
interview, artifact interview, and non-participant observation techniques to address the
research questions.
Although not specifically stated in the interview protocol when conversing with
the research participants, when asked to talk about rituals, three forms were accepted as
relevant through data interpretation: rites of passage, secular ceremonies, and cultural
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performances (as in Manning, 2000). Acceptable ritual behavior that will is described by
Kertzer (1988) as having four characteristics. First, ritual is a labeled and repetitive
outline of behavior. Second, it traditionally showcases religious practices that seem
sacred to the participant. Third, ritual is comprised of timing elements that typically have
a liturgical order. Last, it has a spatial component as it takes place in a specified location
or type of location. For the purpose of this study, just as Kertzer suggests can happen, the
second and third of these features will be loosely interpreted so that non-spiritual,
informal events like sitting with friends in the dining hall or reading on the academic
quadrangle will be considered as long as the participant deems such actions to be sacred
in their college experience.
Research Design
Merriam (2002) describes qualitative research as a process to understand human
behavior and the motives that direct such behavior. According to Patton (as cited in
Merriam, 2002), “this understanding is an end in itself, so that it is not attempting to
predict what may happen in the future necessarily, but to understand the nature of that
setting” (p. 5). Merriam describes an overview of the design of a qualitative study that
includes three parts: 1) the research problem and sample selection, 2) data collection and
analysis, and 3) writing up qualitative research.
These three sections can be supplemented with Glesne’s Qualitative Research
Spiral (2006). The research problem and sample selection step include identifying your
research skill and interest (while staying unbiased) and performing a literature review.
This will help form research questions and provide parameters for sample selection. Data
collection and analysis for this research included semi-structured interviews, artifact
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examination, and observations. Even though analysis will be simultaneous, the
theoretical stance will determine the strategies used.
After a researcher is able to ascribe to a paradigm set and a macro social theory,
the use of proper methodology will be better informed. These components must not
necessarily fall in a certain order, but the researcher should be able to properly explain
each element before establishing a methodology and beginning field work. Many in the
field may have started with a catalyzing interest or experience and then formed a stance
on paradigms and a choice of theory. Purpose statements may then be made and then
investigated using theory purposed to disprove, understand, critique/emancipate, or
deconstruct/expose in order to discover the proper framework to surround a study.
Addressing methodology in the research process timeline is a necessary technique
to ensure the study stays on track. To help visualize where methodology may come into
play during the research process, five components have been elucidated (Figure 1.) Each
component listed should be simultaneously considered as each one should be formed to
compliment the piece falling before and after it. At the end of the cycle, the conclusion
should mirror the theory or literature utilized.
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Figure 1. Five components of rigorous qualitative process (Misawa, 2014).
Morse and Richards (2002) labels the interconnectedness of paradigm, macro
social theory, methodology, and even methods as “methodological congruence.”
Treating a research project as an interrelated piece can help to shape the work as a
cohesive whole instead of a design that is fragmented and hard to conceptually validate.
However, since methodology is the philosophy of methods, perhaps the component that
most heavily relies on the methodology are the methods used.
Epistemology. According to Crotty (1998), epistemology is “the theory of
knowledge embedded in the theoretical perspective and thereby in the methodology” (p.
3). If epistemology allows a way of understanding and even explaining how we come to
know and what we come to know, then it certainly is useful in informing other pieces of
research such as theoretical perspective, methodology, and methods. As such, a line can
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be drawn from one’s epistemology throughout the research to finally inform what
methods should be used.
This study utilized a constructivist paradigm. Under the auspices of this
epistemology, it is ultimately assumed that humans generate knowledge and meaning
from an interaction between their experiences and their ideas. Following the model
Crotty provided, qualitative and quantitative research occurs at the level of methods.
However, for the research at hand, allowing alumni members to give a personal narrative
of how they have experienced and continue to experience rituals was a way for all parties,
researcher included, to construct knowledge cooperatively during these cognitive
interactions. In a constructivist paradigm, subjective meanings are important in people’s
lives, and it is most epistemologically consistent to use qualitative methods of
ascertaining what those meanings are.
Within this paradigm, differing theoretical perspectives are available. However,
interpretive research has been chosen for its commonness and familiarity in qualitative
processes (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). This perspective assumes that reality is socially
constructed and multiple interpretations may exist of a single event. Furthermore,
knowledge from the researcher’s perspective is not found, it is constructed. Creswell,
preferring to use the term constructivism instead of interpretivism, explains that views are
“negotiated socially and historically […] not simply imprinted on individuals but are
formed through interaction with others (hence social constructivism) and through
historical and cultural norms that operate in individuals’ lives” (2014, p. 8).
Research methodology: Phenomenology. It is expected that every participant of
this study gave their account of common rituals perhaps even dramatically different than

47

others. The “truth” experienced by each alumni member, even though divergent, does
not make it any less of a real experience. As a researcher, it is important to realize that,
even though accounts may be recalled differently, this is a strength of the descriptive
phenomenological approach. The way in which a participant chose to tell his or her
particular story is a powerful piece of how meaning making was being personally
construed according to the campus rituals that he or she had experienced.
As a writing approach, phenomenological considerations help to engage readers
of the study in the particular phenomenon at hand. It is a goal of this research to create
the experience of rituals so richly that the reader is drawn into the work so that he or she
may experience the culture of SLAU. Just as important, however, is the reader’s ability
to gauge the components of an authentic experience whether emotional, psychological, or
even physical. This reasoning calls for a research method that “allow us to enter into the
other person’s perspective” (Patton, 2015, p. 341). Participant interviews and the study of
artifacts were chosen as the main vehicles to glean this perspective.
Research Context. Founded in 1835, SLAU is a small liberal arts college with
an endowment on par or slightly smaller than its peers. Historically, this school has
showcased itself as having an outstanding commitment to providing an excellent liberal
arts education as evidenced by its presence on many national “best” lists. This institution
is also a member of the Annapolis Group, an organization of America’s most selective
liberal arts institutions.
In the fall of 2015, SLAU enrolled 1,150 students, 1,027 in the traditional day
program and 123 in the evening adult degree program (according to an unofficial report
by the Office of Admissions). Students emanated from 32 states, and 38 countries. The
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average SAT scores for traditional students was about 1,100, with over one-quarter
playing on a varsity athletic team. Females comprised 58.6% of the student body while
37% were minority (non-white). In addition, 28% of traditional enrollment was made up
of student athletes (113 students in the 2015 freshmen class).
Population. Since this research focused on alumni participants, it was important to
focus on the population from which they were chosen. According to unofficial records
from the Alumni Relations Office, SLAU can track 7,201 living alumni. Out of that
number, 3,443 have continued to live in the same city in which the university is located
indicating that this is a more regional than national school. The top three professions are
reported to be sales, education, and operations—followed closely by entrepreneurship
and finance. Most alumni have historically studied three top majors: 1) business
administration, 2) psychology, and 3) accounting. The make-up of this population is not
unlike the current student population with a large %age of former athletes represented.
According to Moustakas (1994), phenomenological research of this type should
produce the meaning of rituals within the college experience according to each
individual. Since the topic of ritual in higher education has been sparsely studied and this
project serves as introductory research, a smaller sample will be more useful in
determining if the tools of inquiry show the promise expected to understand the theme of
rituals at SLAU.
Participants. Purposeful sampling was used to solicit participants that included
alumni members who had both recently graduated with an undergraduate degree as well
as those who had held a degree for many years (Patton, 2015). The sample pool of
participants was limited to those individuals who are considered “highly active” within
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the school’s alumni membership—attending multiple alumni events and serving as a
volunteer in several facets in the last 5 years. Attracting participants in this manner
ensured that campus rituals and their context will be deeply known by those interviewed
and with whom artifacts were discussed. In a pursuit to garner an equal number of both
gender and White/non-White ethnic diversity, a solicitation email (attached at the end of
this report) asking for support was sent 10 days prior to the interview time to 30 possible
individuals. After the correct makeup of the 10 participants was achieved, those not
selected were alerted 5 days before the interview. Those selected were also given a
consent form to participate in research study document (Appendix B). Ultimately, alumni
relations professionals at SLAU were consulted to find ideal participants.
Confidentiality. Participation in this study was on a voluntary basis.
Confidentiality was maintained within the limits allowed by law. Specific reference to
participants was done using pseudonyms. The data from this study will be retained for
future research purposes in a security repository and a secure folder on the researcher’s
secured personal computer which requires a login and password only known to the
researcher. Records were kept confidential to the extent provided by federal, state, and
local laws. Upon completion of the study, all names and email addresses were
destroyed. As far as data presentation, use of participant vignettes from the interviews are
employed to illustrate main themes. Also, a description of a participant’s artifacts and
how the items fit into their experience of a certain ritual are offered. For observation,
only summaries of the observation guide are shown.
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Data Collection
There are many forms of data in qualitative research with new forms still
emerging (Creswell, 2013). In-depth interviews, artifact collection, and non-participant
observations are three fundamental and widely used forms of data collection in
qualitative research, though individual qualitative methodologies determine what
methods of data collection are used (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Phenomenology requires
researchers to explore, describe, interpret, and situate how their participants make sense
of their experiences (Smith, 2009). Thus, phenomenological researchers need access to
participants’ rich and detailed personal accounts of their experience with the phenomena
under study.
Initial interviews and documents. A standardized semi-structured form of
interview process (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2003) was utilized so that participants could
contribute as much detail as needed. This technique is desired so that experiences could
be fully expressed but allows the same questions to be consistently put in front of each
participant. Interview equipment included a semi-structured interview protocol
(Appendix C), voice recorder, and note taking paper pad. These semi-structured
interviews evolved from focused observations and included open-ended questions. Notes
were taken during these 60-min sessions and expanded after the interview. These notes
were a secondary source of data that supplemented an eventual transcript of the interview
via digital voice recordings.
In order to identify the research participants necessary for the study, a list of
highly engaged alumni was sourced from advancement office staff. As explained in the
literature, fully engaged alumni express both monetary and non-monetary behaviors. The
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sample pool of participants was limited to those individuals who are considered “highly
active” within the school’s alumni membership—attending multiple alumni events and
serving as a volunteer in several facets in the last five years. In this way, purposeful
sampling was used to solicit participants that included five alumni members who have
recently graduated with an undergraduate degree as well as five who have held a degree
for at least 20 years. In a pursuit to glean an equal number of both gender and White/nonWhite ethnic diversity, a solicitation email (Appendix A) asking for support was sent 10
days prior to the interview time to 10 possible individuals. After the correct makeup of
the 10 participants was achieved, those not selected were alerted five days before the
interview. Those selected were also given a consent to participate in research study
document (Appendix B).
The first interview initially entailed an explanation of the interview protocol
including providing a release form for audio recording. Concerns for confidentiality were
addressed as only researchers on the project were privy to the tapes which were
eventually destroyed after they were transcribed. In addition, the participants signed a
form devised to meet human subject requirements. Essentially, this document stated that:
1) all information would be held confidential, 2) participation is voluntary and may be
stopped at any time if discomfort is felt, and 3) there is no intention to inflict any harm.
Furthermore, it was once again explained that the interview had been planned to last no
longer than one hour. During this time, there were several questions covered concerning
the essence of the shared experience regarding SLAU campus rituals and how they bind
students and alumni to the university. It was said that if time began to run short, it may be
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necessary to interrupt the process to push ahead and complete the prescribed line of
questioning.
As Merriam and Tisdell described in a 2015 qualitative research guide, the guide
most used by this researcher, the interview protocol should contain a few specific
questions, in order, that are more highly structured followed by those questions aimed at
a more topical area. To aid in making a comfortable environment for the participants,
non-inflammatory, descriptive-type questions were initially asked to lay the foundation
for more subjective responses later on. As suggested in the research guide, fewer, more
open-ended questions tend to aid in collecting more meaningful data as it allows the
participant to share their experiences on a subject in-depth.
It was important for this research that additional hand-written notes be taken in
addition to the recording session. This method was used to add three additional tools
during the verbal response process of this research. First, recording interviewer reactions
to something the participants says allows a deeper examination of the data. Recognizing
these cues is important as it can signal a follow-up question is needed as new information
on a topic seems to surface. Second, the action of putting pencil to paper can signal to the
informant that the narrative they are currently offering is meaningful and perhaps will
prompt them to continue to explore this line of thinking. Third, taking notes during an
interview is a helpful way to pace the process. New investigators to this type of inquiry
tool may use note-taking as a way to ensure that a topic has been properly vetted before
moving to a new line of questions. In the end, notes taken during the interview provided
many ways to enrich the voice-recorded data.
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Artifact interviews. Although much descriptive phenomenological research only
utilizes the participants’ telling of their experience as the study’s primary data, some
descriptive phenomenological research examines the experience from numerous data
sources such as artifacts. Artifact analysis can be useful in obtaining a richer explanation
of the phenomenon taking place as it allows for a closer examination of the products
germane to the experience under investigation. Hatch (2002) provides a concise
definition of the use of artifacts as a means of data collection by quoting Hodder: “the
intended and unintended residues of human activity, give alternative insights into the
ways in which people perceive and fashion their lives” (Hodder, 1994, p. 304, as cited in
Hatch, 2002, pp. 24-25).
True to phenomenological methodology, a follow-up interview took place concurrent
with an opportunity for member checking. Here, participants were not only offered a
transcript of their initial interview in order to add any additional details, they were asked
to produce an artifact that best characterizes a personally lived campus ritual experience.
Much like photo elicitation (Tinkler, 2013), this method basically prompted verbal data
by stimulating discussion of the topic. Taking note of this narrative gave the researcher
clarity as the interviewee shared institution-specific knowledge of the rituals they
participated in during college.
Like the initial interview, equipment included a semi-structured interview protocol
(Appendix D), voice recorder, and note taking paper pad. These semi-structured
interviews evolved from focused observations of the artifact and included open-ended
questions. Notes were taken during these 60-min sessions and expanded after the
interview. These notes were a secondary source of data that supplemented an eventual
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transcript of the interview via digital voice recordings. This second semi-structured
interview protocol, in line with the research questions set forth, prompted a discussion of
an artifact revolving around the theme of how the object embodied or illustrated the
meaning of a particular ritual or set of rituals as experienced before becoming an alumni
member. Participants were asked how they came into possession of the artifact and to
describe why they have chosen to keep the artifact post-graduation. Responses to this
interview were coded into the same theme structure as what emerged from the
participant’s initial interview.
Non-participant observation. Meaning is principally conveyed by discussions for
which interviews are most suitable (cf. Schütz [1932] 1976, p. 174). Meaning, however,
is not only communicated by words; the use of speech also adopts meaning in natural
contact and dealings with others in the same space. Therefore, research can benefit from a
combination of both witnessing the circumstances of the people studied and interviews.
This linking of two widely accepted forms of data gathering is strong in Schütz’
rationale: from observation on its own, it can be more prone to make errors;
understanding demands a combination of observation and the questioning that comes
from interviews (Schütz [1932] 1976, p. 167-176, 229).
The purpose of non-participant observation in this research is to help understand the
essence of alumni participation at SLAU by utilizing observations to capture how campus
rituals are experienced by alumni post-graduation. Specifically, notes were recorded that
cataloged the exchanges between the alumni participant and others—current students,
fellow alumni, current faculty and staff, former faculty and staff—who took part in a
particular campus ritual. Of special interest is the depiction of what each participant did
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in the form of activities, conversations, and interactions during the event couched in a
rich description of the selected ritual itself.
Glesne calls on participant observation as an important source of data in
phenomenological research (2016). In the social sciences, observations can produce
trustworthy results only when they are systematic, subject to checks and balances, and are
in tune with specific research questions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). As such, it takes
special preparation and excellent organization in order to do this type of field work
(Patton, 2015). In contrast with interviews, observations take place in the area where a
phenomenon is taking place and not necessarily in the controlled confines of the space
where a face-to-face interview would happen. In addition, observations can be considered
first-hand accounts as the researcher views interactions in real time where interviews rely
on the recollection of participants and are therefore secondhand (Merriam & Tisdell,
2016). Creswell explains the characterization of a non-participant observation as the
researcher steps outside the happenings to be studied in order to take field notes without
direct interference with the participant (2013). Using the observation document
(Appendix E), consistent notes of the physical setting, interactions, conversations, and
other elements key to a rich narrative of alumni participating in campus rituals were
obtained.
Data Analysis
As Creswell explains, “phenomenological research uses the analysis of significant
statements, the generation of meaning units, and the development of what Moustakas
(1994) called an essence description” (2014, p. 196). Merriam and Tisdell (2015) state
that qualitative data analysis is primarily inductive and comparative. In this way, answers
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to the initial research questions were organized by themes. To organize, store, and locate
the data, the software NVivo11 was utilized to code transcriptions using inductive
analysis techniques as stated by Creswell (2014). It was essential to go through each line
of the transcription and assign codes; however, this process proved much more efficient
than fully hand coding. This process allowed a sorting and sifting of the material to
identify similar units (the smallest piece of information that can stand by itself) in the
form of phrases, relationships between variables, patterns, and common sequences.
Identification of emerging patterns, as well as commonalities and differences, were used
to elaborate a small set of generalizations that cover the consistencies discerned in the
database. These consistencies become wider categories to be viewed in light of a
formalized body of knowledge discovered in the literature.
If category construction is data analysis, there should be a pre-determined method
to build these categories. It is best to commence construction after the first interview and
observation. While reading the transcribed version of the interview recordings and
observation notes, open coding began by making notations next to data bits that seemed
potentially relevant to the research questions. After going through the entire transcript in
this way, the researcher then went back and grouped these notes into analytical codes
with an added researcher influence of reflection on meaning. NVivo11 allowed a way to
list these codes and even match them to particular parts of the transcript. Subsequent
transcripts, as they become available, were grouped in the same way using the software to
merge the concepts into a master list. The list finally obtained holds the necessary
information to build categories of conceptual elements now patterned by multiple
transcripts cutting across the entire data set. After obtaining a schema of now robust
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categories, through a series of revising and refining, it was then possible to sort all the
evidence obtained into these buckets. Using NVivo11 to appropriately label the data was
made simpler to organize as each unit of data sequestered to a category was easily
programmed to bear the pseudonym assigned to the participant from which the transcript
was taken and the line numbers of the excerpt so that its place in the original transcript
could be easily found.
Saturation was sensed when no new information was being produced from the
transcripts and inductive processes gave way to more deductive reasoning as the
researcher compared the category schema to the new data. Since the topic of ritual in
higher education has been sparsely studied, there were no predetermined codes with
which to use. Being as this is the case, the codes emerged during data analysis. A
preliminary codebook was developed then changed during the analysis. Categories of
codes were utilized to be “responsive to the purpose of the research”, “exhaustive”,
“mutually exclusive”, “sensitizing”, and “conceptually congruent” (Merriam & Tisdell,
2015).
Large categories tied to the meaning of rituals was bolstered by the use of artifact
discussions. It was expected that participants would point out that the object in their
possession was valuable due to meaning it holds in regard to the ritual function. Having
to express a narrative surrounding the use of a tactile artifact led to an even more specific
understanding of the ritual experience, and notes were taken to supplement a participant’s
interview and observation time. Themes from these artifact discussions were fed into the
same process of interview and observation code-making.
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A standardized semi-structured form of interview process (Gall et al., 2003) was
utilized. Interview equipment included a semi-structured interview protocol (Appendix
D), voice recorder, and note taking paper pad. Notes were taken during the above 60-min
interview sessions and expanded after the interview. These notes were a secondary source
of data that supplemented an eventual transcript of the interview via digital voice
recordings.
Artifact analysis was useful in obtaining a richer explanation of the phenomenon
taking place as it allowed for a closer examination of the products germane to the
experience under investigation. In the follow-up after an interview taking place,
concurrent with an opportunity for member checking, participants were asked to produce
an artifact that best characterized a campus ritual experience. Taking notes during this
narrative gave the researcher clarity as the interviewee shared institution-specific
knowledge of the rituals they participated in during college.
Non-participant observation occurred after the initial interview so that the
research parameters could be disclosed. The data in this study was analyzed using
thematic analysis, a general tactic that prepares and arranges the data for analysis by first
coding the data. In this way evaluating the codes for patterns gave an ability for data to be
organized into categories; analyzing these categories provided emergent themes (Glesne,
2016; Saldaña, 2013). Just like the interviews, observation notes were coded line-by-line,
which enabled the development of categories, and from these categories broader themes
were developed (Saldaña, 2013). The objective was to distil the themes to the essence of
the phenomenon under study (Saldaña, 2013).
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A commonly used qualitative data analysis technique for phenomenological
research is called constant comparison analysis, originally developed by Glaser and
Strauss (1967). Nvivo11 was a powerful tool to aid in creating, organizing and analyzing
codes as it allowed the researcher to easily see, through the display of Tree Nodes, what
text had been coded. In this research, any data that was verbally based could be
transcribed and added to the larger set of data for constant comparative analysis. The
nature of the data gathered from this study, other than some observation anecdotes, was
aural; therefore, this technique fit the purpose presented extraordinarily well.
It was understood that, even if it did seem that alumni members who were already
engaged with SLAU regard their campus ritual experiences as important, this research
could not be a comprehensive take on the overall attitude of alumni regarding the
experience of campus rituals. Tinto (1998) explains that the more involved a student is in
the rituals on campus, the more integrated they may become into the community as
perception of being a valued member of the community elevates. The 10 respondents
chosen to be interviewed, produce artifacts, and be observed for this research represented
both ultra-engagement while obtaining a degree as well as commitment to continue to
stay involved with the institution post-graduation through volunteer opportunities offered
by the alumni relations office. This research is the first step in a constructivist approach
that may help fully understand the essence of some phenomenon. As such, an even
greater array of respondents is needed to make this relativist and subjectivist knowledge
speak for a more generalized group (Guba & Lincoln, 1989).
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Trustworthiness
Proving the trustworthiness of this research was imperative. Before beginning this
study, the University of Memphis Institutional Review Board reviewed and approved its
methods in accordance with all applicable statuses and regulations as well as ethical
principles. Informed consent was an ongoing process. To protect human rights, informed
consent was prospectively obtained from the participants and properly documented using
a written consent form approved by the IRB. In this research, a checklist that embodied
the elements of informed consent, written in understandable language and free from any
undue influence, was offered to be signed by the participant. Also, directly before the
interview process, these same elements were presented verbally to give sufficient
opportunity to consider whether he or she wanted to participate.
In this research, it was essential to link identifying information to the participants’
responses, so the utmost confidentiality practices were followed including limiting access
to identifiable information beyond the primary investigator, securely storing data within a
locked desk drawer, and assigning password protection to digital documents.
Furthermore, anonymity of information was assured as the project did not link individual
responses with the participants’ identities mostly via limiting the collection of identifying
information from the onset. Identifying information such as email was destroyed directly
after communication with the participant had ended. Pseudonyms were used as the
participants’ narrative was shared with proofing colleagues and other readers.
Member check. Full transcripts of the recorded interviews were produced after
the interaction and distributed to the participants to verify validity in the form of
respondent validation. Two members chose to make clarifying remarks after viewing
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their subsequent transcript. This allowed the researcher to improve the integrity of the
data.
Saturation. Adequate engagement in data collection is a third way to ensure the
phenomenon as told by participants is properly understood and explained. Within the
interviews, it was important to obtain a saturation of the data as multiple interviewees
began to describe the same phenomena over and over again (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015).
Triangulation. The case for internal validity can be made through the process of
triangulation—the use of interviews, artifact analysis, and non-participant observation.
Voice-recorded interviews were fortified with additional details procured from a
discussion about ritual artifacts as well as how the subject behaved while participating in
a campus ritual.
Subjectivity statement. For this research, response bias may be present as the
interviewer and observer served as a university staff member at SLAU. Alumni may have
chosen to offer either a more positive evaluation of the community or a more critical one
as they internally evaluated the power of the researcher. Special care was taken in the
form of peer-reviewing the interview protocol as to ensure questions will be asked which
would minimize this issue.
Previous relationships with all participants prior to the interviews was present in
this case. The nature of this relationship includes regular emails from the researcher (e.g.,
monthly enewsletters), prior solicitations for volunteer work (e.g., career panels), and
conversations during alumni activities (e.g., Alumni Weekend). Even though rapport can
be positive during the interview process, this circumstance was recognized and potential
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issues were mitigated through proper planning. Once again, use of peer debriefing from a
consultant with expertise in the area of the study helped the researcher with revisions.
In some ways, researcher subjectivities were lessened by an epoche technique.
Suspending judgment is possible by bracketing one’s own views so that the experience of
the subject is reflected (Van Manen, 2014). Isolating biases is an important part of
phenomenological reduction and the key to getting at the essence of the phenomenon
being lived.
Chapter Summary
This chapter described the research design, methodology, and methods for data
collection and analysis for a study on how SLAU alumni members engaged with campus
rituals during their college career, why they were personally significant, and their interest
to re-engage in these meaningful events. This study employed a qualitative
phenomenological research design and used in-depth phenomenological interviews, as
well as documents and artifacts, for data collection. Furthermore, alumni behavior while
participating in campus rituals was recorded. Thematic analysis was employed on the
data to search for themes that brought out the essence of the participants’ experiences as
alumni members participating in university rituals. Member checking, saturation, and
triangulation were used to ensure the trustworthiness and reliability of the study. Each
theme from the research findings of the study will be presented in the next chapter.
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Chapter 4
Findings
This study was conducted through a social constructivist lens adopting a
phenomenological approach to qualitative analysis including the use of interviews and
non-participant observations to address the research question. Creswell (2014) describes
qualitative research as taking place in a natural setting, using methods that are interactive
and humanistic, emergent, fundamentally interpretive, holistically characterizing social
phenomena, reflecting of the researcher’s personal biography, and largely inductive in
reasoning. This study utilized a constructivist paradigm. Under the auspices of this
epistemology, it is ultimately assumed that humans generate knowledge and meaning
from an interaction between their experiences and their ideas. Within this paradigm,
adopting a phenomenological methodology as an approach means an attempt was made
to understand the buried meanings and the essence of an experience as well as how
participants make sense of such an experience (Giorgi, 1989).
Descriptive phenomenology helped to understand the individual consciousness of
each alumni member in an attempt to glean the essences, patterns, and structure of his or
her experience with Southern Liberal Arts University (SLAU) rituals. In referring to the
wholeness of experiences lived by the alumni member, this approach provides a way to
create themes of what is in the consciousness of the study’s participants. This type of
research is powerful in the ability to construe understanding of the significance and
meaning of a particular phenomenon as it is lived (van Manen, 1990).
According to Moustakas (1994), phenomenological research of this type should
produce the meaning of rituals within the college experience according to each
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individual. Since the topic of ritual in higher education has been sparsely studied and this
project serves as introductory research, a smaller sample was more useful in determining
if the tools of inquiry showed the promise expected to understand the theme of rituals at
SLAU. Purposeful sampling (Patton, 1990) was used to solicit participants that included
alumni members who have both recently graduated with an undergraduate degree as well
as those who have held a degree for many years. The sample pool of participants was
limited to those individuals who were considered “highly active” within the school’s
alumni membership—attending multiple alumni events and serving as a volunteer in
several facets in the last 5 years. Attracting participants in this manner ensured that
campus rituals and their context were deeply known by those interviewed. Ultimately,
alumni relations professionals at SLAU were consulted to find ideal participants.
A standardized open-ended form of interview process (Gall et al., 2003) was
utilized on two occasions—first for an initial interview and a second time for an artifact
interview—so that participants could contribute as much detail as needed. This technique
was desired so that experiences could be fully expressed but allows the same questions to
be consistently put in front of each participant. Full transcripts were produced after the
interview and distributed to the participants to verify validity. To store and locate the
data, the software NVivo11 was utilized to code transcriptions using inductive analysis
techniques (Creswell, 2014). It was essential to go through each line of the transcription
and assign codes; however, this process proved much more efficient than fully hand
coding.
In contrast with interviews, observations take place in the area where a
phenomenon is taking place and not necessarily in the controlled confines of the space
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where a face-to-face interview would happen. Creswell (2013) explains the
characterization of a non-participant observation as the researcher steps outside the
happenings to be studied in order to take field notes without direct interference with the
participant. A standardized observation document was used to aid consistent notetaking
of the physical setting, interactions, conversations, and other elements key to a rich
narrative of alumni participation in three different campus rituals.
Biographical Information of Study Participants
Ten SLAU graduates that were all actively engaged in the SLAU alumni
community participated in this study. They ranged in ages from 30 to 72, however, they
were all traditional age students while experiencing college at SLAU as undergraduates.
These participants were chosen to represent different generations of alumni. Half were
male and half were female. The following is a description of each participant, identified
by a pseudonym (see Table 1).
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Table 1
Alumni Participant Descriptions Regarding SLAU Campus Ritual Experiences
Name

Gender Race
Male

Age Graduation
Decade
White 75
1960

Important
College Activity
Student
government

Important Alumni
Engagement
Volunteer
fundraiser

David
Steven

Male

White 70

1960

Honor societies

Reunion host

Shannon Female White 56

1980

Greek life

Employed by
SLAU

Wayne

Male

White 53

1980

Student
newspaper

Alumni club
executive

Barbara

Female White 49

1990

Greek life

Volunteer
fundraiser

Ryan

Male

White 41

1990

Student
government

Alumni club
president

Ann

Female White 33

2000

Honor council

Career resource

Julie

Female Black

30

2000

Athletics

Alumni club
executive

Ashley

Female White 28

2010

Honor council

Career resource

Carl

Male

2010

Student worker

Career resource

Black

26
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David is a 75-year-old white male. He came to SLAU for a specific degree
program only offered at one place in the state. David graduated from SLAU in the 1960s
after being mostly involved in student government. He recently served as a volunteer
fundraiser for the alumni relations and development office during a donation drive.
Steven is a 70-year-old white male. He transferred to SLAU after a semester at a
larger institution elsewhere in the state. Steven graduated from SLAU in the 1960s after
being mostly involved in honor societies. He recently served as a reunion host for his
alumni class.
Shannon is a 56-year-old white female. She came to SLAU after attending a high
school out of the state. Shannon graduated from SLAU in the 1980s after being mostly
involved in Greek life. She is employed by the university and is actively involved in
many campus rituals.
Wayne is a 53-year-old white male. He came to SLAU after recognizing that the
student population size fit his preference. Wayne graduated from SLAU in the 1980s
after spending much of his time writing for the school newspaper. He currently serves on
the board of directors for the SLAU alumni association.
Barbara is a 49-year-old white female. She came to SLAU after discovering how
close it was to home. Barbara graduated from SLAU in the 1990s after being very
involved with Greek life as a sorority member. She recently served as a volunteer
fundraiser for the alumni relations and development office during a donation drive.
Ryan is a 41-year-old white male. He came to SLAU after receiving a large
scholarship. Ryan graduated from SLAU in the 1990s after being mostly involved in
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student government. He serves as the president for an SLAU alumni club outside of the
state.
Ann is a 33-year-old while female. She came to SLAU after being recruited to
play soccer. Ann graduated SLAU in the 2000s after being involved for several years in
athletics. She serves as a career resource for current students by frequently serving on
multiple alumni panels throughout the year.
Julie is a 30-year-old black female. She came to SLAU after graduating from a
very small private high school. Julie graduated from SLAU in the 2000s after being
mostly involved in athletics. She currently serves on the board of directors for the SLAU
alumni association.
Ashley is a 28-year-old white female. She came to SLAU after receiving a large
scholarship. Ann graduated SLAU in the 2010s after being involved for several years in
the academic honor council. She serves as a career resource for current students by
frequently serving on multiple alumni panels throughout the year.
Carl is a 26-year-old black male. He came to SLAU as a legacy student as his
mother and aunt came before him. Ann graduated SLAU in the 2010s after being
involved for several years as a paid student worker. He serves as a career resource for
current students by frequently serving on multiple alumni panels throughout the year.
Ritual Interview Themes
As delineated in Chapter 3, the data in this study was analyzed using thematic
analysis, a general tactic that prepares and arranges the data for analysis by first coding
the data. In this way, evaluating the codes for patterns gave an opportunity for data to be
organized into categories; analyzing these categories provided emergent themes (Glesne,
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2016; Saldaña, 2013). Just like the interviews, observation notes were coded line-by-line,
which enabled the development of categories, and from these categories, broader themes
were developed (Saldaña, 2013). The objective was to distil the themes to the essence of
the phenomenon under study (Saldaña, 2013).
The process above was carried out through utilization of phenomenological
reduction, horizontalization, and imaginative variation. Phenomenological reduction is
the progression through which the researcher “continually returns to the essence of the
experience in order to derive the inner structure or meaning in and of itself” (Merriam,
2009). The researcher is trained on even the minutest of details describing the
phenomenon at hand to discover the essence of the experience. In this study, each
statement given as part of both the initial and artifact interview process was heeded as an
important piece of the phenomenological puzzle.
Horizontalization is the procedure through which the researcher orients each piece
of the data gleaned throughout collection directly next to each other in a group (Merriam
& Tisdell, 2015). Concurrently, each fragment of data is considered of equal value in the
initial phase of analysis. It is not until this process is complete can the researcher scaffold
the data onto others to build a full picture of the experienced phenomenon. The
horizontalization process was of particular importance in this study as two different
interviews were held with the same participant. Just because the artifact interview came
second on the sequence does not make this data less important.
Imaginative variation is the method by which the researcher assesses the data
obtained through an assortment of viewpoints in order to comprehend it from all
perspectives (Merriam, 2009). The essence of the ritual experience at SLAU could not be

70

fully understood until participants gave personal perspective on ritual artifacts and were
viewed actually participating in the phenomenon they described. The artifacts themselves
and non-participant interviews were paramount to the researcher being able to orient the
transcription of interview data in various ways until the proper context of each
participant’s experience was developed.
It is important to note that questioning did not include direction to specifically
expound on a specific ritual practice. Creating a foundation to understand the alumni
experience meant that a more organic approach was necessary to ascertain how these
participants thought of ritual at their alma mater. In the initial stages, it was more
important that interviewees felt liberty to classify certain ritual experiences in their own
way so as to aid in the understanding of how these practices were consumed than to
otherwise force speech on directed activities previously known by the researcher. It was
hoped that participants would reveal specific ritual practices through narratives of their
own volition—lending to a greater knowledge of the number of rituals that have taken
place at SLAU. Indeed, specific rituals were mentioned by name almost immediately.
This tactic proved helpful in the later stages of the study as frequencies of specific events
were tallied and, later, these events were selected to be the sites of non-participant
interviews due to the seeming importance cast upon them by participants as holding
significant ritualized practices.
The essence of the research participants’ experiences was ultimately distilled into
7 categories and 3 themes. Interpretations which describe the essence of alumni
experience brought forth by SLAU rituals are significant most particularly for an
explanation of the wholeness of the community. Themes emerging from these interviews
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include three ways in which rituals explain the SLAU community: 1) characterization of
the rituals, institution, and individuals, (2) attachment of participants to each other and
the institution, and 3) value of institution standards and stability. The themes and
thematic categories are detailed below in Table 2.
Table 2
Identified Themes in Participants’ Initial and Artifact Interviews
Themes
1) Characterizations

Categories
a) The rituals

Codes
a. i) Random in exercise

b) The institution

a. ii) Uninspired in execution

c) The individual

a. iii) Undisclosed in action
a. iv) Opportunistic in appearance
b. i) Sets institution as unique
b. ii) Shows school as socially focused
c. i) Demonstrates members as caring
c. ii) Allows expression of self

2) Attachments

a) Unity of
participants

a. i) Draws reminiscent memories
a. ii) Facilitates inclusion

b) Pride of institution

a. iii) Illustrates group affinity
a. iv) Enhances connection
b. i) Provides way of promotion
b. ii) Continues affiliation
b. iii) Shows prestige
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Table 2 (Continued)
Themes
3) Values

Categories
a) Standards of
institution

Codes
a. i) Sets expectations
a. ii) Preserves consistency

b) Stability issues of
institution

b. i) Gives structure
b. ii) Reveals places of indifference
b. iii) Aids education

Interviews Theme 1: Ritual Characterizations
This theme, Characterizations, brings several aspects regarding rituals together as
expressed by the research participants during both the initial and artifact interviews. Each
participant had much to say regarding the characterization of rituals at SLAU during both
their graduate and post-graduate years. The theme implies the meaning participants have
created for themselves regarding their ritual experiences and what they perceive as the
essence of this meaning. Characterizations were made known in three categories: a)
characterization of the rituals themselves, b) characterization of the institution as a
function of ritual practices, and c) characterization of the individual participant as
realized before, during, or after ritual observance.
Generally, the rituals themselves were described by way of critiques, especially in
in the way they are—and are not—carried out on campus. While reflecting on their
undergraduate experience, several alumni remarked that rituals during their college years
came at times considered random. In their supposition, few things were done
intentionally to allow for much promotion of these events, activities, or ceremonies.
Consistency was lacking even for the largest and most lavish gatherings. To this end, the
execution of many ritual opportunities seemed uninspired by the staff hired to make such
things a priority. That being said, it seemed that participants could be surprised to
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discover that no current university staff member job description includes verbiage
pertaining to the upkeep of ritual. Such a finding may prove a point made time and again
by those interviewed—the institution rarely makes moves to institutionalize ritual in so
much that it has become a part of the school’s brand.
With unengaging programs, alumni members commented on how many of their
peers lost interest in attending such events after they initially participated—stopping the
pitch of many rituals from ever reaching much height. There were three main reasons
cited for this case: 1) there was a lack of consistency from year to year as to how
reoccurring events took place making them unrecognizable as rituals, 2) poor marketing
practices failed to categorize certain events as substantiated by ritual practices, and 3) the
quality of ritual events were low and did not create a proper amount of excitement as to
ensure further commitment to the cause. Furthermore, as alumni members, research
participants remarked at how little they knew regarding when or where current rituals
take place on campus. With the lack of information disclosed to these members, some
believe they are not a priority of the institution and are therefore not invited back to
participate. However, when finally asked to be a part, a few alumni suggested that it may
just be a ruse for fundraising and not because they are truly a valued part of the fabric of
campus history or current life. Even though this theme is full of critique, such language
demonstrates how powerful the pull rituals have on these participants and how much
potential they feel is in store for the institution if ever such opportunities were leveraged
in the correct way. It became clear that the purpose behind and what is represented by the
rituals that these participants did experience are held dear nonetheless.
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Characterization of the rituals. In characterizing the rituals, she took part in
while obtaining her degree, Julie remarked, “I would define them as scattered, and they
were just sort of unspoken rituals that you did.” She later mentioned that today’s
practices seem a bit more deliberate than when she was in school. Shannon also made
mention that rituals on campus during her undergraduate years were less formal as “we
ate in the cafeteria, hung out in the dorms, swam in the pool, and went to the student
center.” To her, this illustrated that the character of ritual practice on campus was
certainly unofficial. However, she was strong in her affirmation that these practices were
“sacred” enough to be considered ritual. Barbara agreed on this particular observance of
rituals: “The rituals I saw in school formed organically among groups of friends or
upperclassmen shared with younger students what the ‘typical’ activities were.” To
comment on what rituals looked like to an alumni observer, David stated that the rituals
he currently participates in while an alumni member are more “sort of ‘remember the old
days’ and discussing heritage without much in the way of what one would consider an
organized ritual.” He felt that most rituals come off as disorderly in both planning and
execution as well as seemingly relaxed.
Beside notions of seeing rituals as unintentional in practice, those interviewed agreed
that engagement in them proved difficult while in school and continues to elude the
alumni population after graduation. For some, a number of rituals were a “little too closed
and felt cliquey,” remarked Shannon. This seems to continue even today. While
observing current rituals happening on campus, she offered the following anecdote:
We used to have things at some rituals like a green screen to take photos with. That
helped participation. I don't know what to tell today’s ritual organizers sometimes
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because there seems to be even less people taking part. I think there is a difference in
numbers for sure.
Wayne offers that opportunities to engage in rituals were few and far between while he
was in school. “There weren’t many official ritual things when I was there,” he
remembers. However, it is his perception since becoming an alumni member that there
seems to be several new types of rituals introduced since he left but is uncertain as to
student attendance at these new opportunities. Shannon seems to think that more students
and alumni would start to participate if rituals currently “working” at other institutions
would be adopted like homecoming. She remembers:
It's a shame that they don't make more of an effort with homecoming. We used to
have at least a homecoming court and a dance. Bringing that back and incorporating
elements like what happens at other schools would help with engagement.
The sentiment surrounding alumni participation in SLAU rituals makes a comment on
how little alumni members are made aware of what is taking place at their alma mater.
When asked about her interest in continually participating in campus rituals as an alumni
member, Barbara remarked that she does not know the institution’s official rituals are
currently or how one could be a part of them. Moreover, when it comes to the school
actively engaging alumni in the ritual function, David mentioned, “I am not aware that
the university has tried to engage alumni in rituals.” One alumni member interviewed—
Steven—did recently take part in a ritual on campus but “came to see it, then realized it
was mainly set up for the students.”
Everyone interviewed was certain of the universal importance of campus ritual, but
many felt like their alma mater did not treat this function with as much intentionality as is
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necessary for proper effectiveness. One alumni member did recount times that he felt
rituals played a big part in his success as a student. Carl did so, however, regarding more
of the exposure of students to other campus stakeholders during times of ritual instead of
the action of the ritual itself. He made note that, as a student looking for a job, it was
important for him to use official rituals as a time of networking as he knew important
people would attend. In fact, David hearkens to this same sentiment, from the perspective
of an alumni member, of being used by both the institution and students as he talked
about how his alma mater currently operates rituals:
I have heard alumni staff from my school essentially say “we will take money now if
you have some, but the 'big kill' for us is to get a really big gift in an endowment or as
a legacy from an estate.” Rituals now seem like more of a yearly celebration
disguised as a fundraising opportunity more than an actual commentary on building
community like it should.
From those interviewed, it did seem that rituals overserved on campus, either as a student
or an alumni member, should be treated with more reverence.
Characterization of the institution. Characterization of SLAU campus rituals
also took the form of a depiction of the institution itself. Unlike the more negative
portrayal of the ritual function above, the commentary provided for ritual as a description
of the school was relatively stellar. Some answers revolved around how this institution’s
rituals helped define campus identity as a place of “uniqueness.” As told by a Julie:
In a way, these rituals were symbolic of SLAU because sometimes it was so hard
to tell people why the school was so special. I feel that SLAU is a place of more
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outsiders, even if you're really popular in high school—the school was a place
where you can come and just fit and find your niche.
Another iteration of how ritual proffered individuality is seen in Shannon’s story:
I think rituals were more about bringing everyone together no matter our
backgrounds. Whatever we had when I was in school, everyone was always there
no matter what. We did go to the basketball games; we did go to the soccer
games. Every Friday you showed your sportsmanship; you were definitely faithful
to your school. You were a patron of your school. People wouldn't make fun of
you because you didn't go to a football school, because we had huge crowds at the
basketball games. You weren't made fun of because you only had NCAA Division
III basketball—you went to your basketball games. That was the ritual—you
didn't miss a frat party. And intramurals, we were all very devoted to go to the
intramural games. It was a big deal to go to the flag football—everyone went.
With the thespians—we were always going to the plays. It was such a
renaissance. There was nothing wrong with being an SLAU ‘Renaissance’
student. That's how you were kind of explained. My friends would visit campus
from other schools, and they always loved coming here, because you can be
yourself. You can be completely ‘artsy’ and get away with it. It was cool—you
could be a nerd because you were at a school where everyone loved the arts.
That's kind of what I loved about it. I didn't feel like I couldn't be myself and be
made fun of if I liked to talk about Rembrandt or the arts. Our rituals allowed us
to show others how we are.
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Ryan went on to explain, “Thinking about our rituals, I just feel like SLAU is such a
weird, special, neat little place.” In some way, alumni were adamant about how rituals
that are carried out at SLAU reflect the peculiar nature of the institution.
Beyond the “quirkiness” of the school, there did seem to be some characterization
that rituals painted the school as strong in a culture of being communal. As Shannon
explained, “SLAU was a party school—we were definitely very socially inclined.”
Wayne put it, “I can think of the times I got involved with campus rituals because they
looked fun; most of them were not designed to be stuffy.” It seems that those interviewed
did see rituals as a mostly social experience where the expectation was as a student—and
is as an alumni member—to seek to have an enjoyable time.
Characterization of individuals. Beyond the ritual and institution, another
characterization broadcast by those interviewed was in regards to themselves as an
individual. This facet was explored in a story told by Steven when recalling a first-year
student ritual experience:
For a lot of things at home before I got to college, I was excluded because of the
situation I was in. And, here I was, in the middle of everything; which I thought
was fascinating. Fantastic! Several upperclassmen were the [Orientation
Committee], and they were responsible for initiating the freshmen. I knew this
was coming up, and I petitioned them to be excused for that. They wanted me to
participate, even though I couldn't participate. They wanted me to be there which
I thought was absolutely amazing.
(Steven identified as having an extreme visual impairment which normally excluded him
from most activities.) Steven continued his remarks as he added, “For the first time, I felt
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accepted by a group of people, and so I then felt safe to express my individuality from
then on out.”
For others, expression of individual traits was born out of the ritual function as
well. For Barbara, when recalling a string of rituals, being included meant leadership. “It
was an opportunity to show love through these projects. People wanted to lead and have a
social life and make the most of their time, and rituals allowed us to get all those things at
once.”
Ashley talked about leadership and being involved with campus rituals in another
way. “I was very involved in campus activities. I was a part of bringing back the class
ring in importance, so it makes me feel good to know I contributed to the school in this
way.” She went on to describe how campus rituals were a platform for her to both hone
and express her leadership potential.
Characterizations category discussion. For all the similarities in the narratives
to build the above categories, it seemed strange to discover that, even though participants
did not perceive their alma mater as doing well in handling the responsibility of fortifying
ritual traditions, this allowed students to take charge. Indeed, even the larger events
evolved out of groups of students coming together to ensure these rituals were carried
out. Additionally, many instances of ritual participation were described in less formal
terms such as game night in the student union or attending athletic events. Perhaps the
absence of more formalized opportunities pushed students to find meaningful ritual
opportunities on their own lending to a more student-centered, albeit more disjointed,
program of events. It is this idea that leads the researcher to think the alumni participants
regard their leadership ability as students quite highly. Furthermore, the lack of
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institution-dictated rituals does not dampen the affinity this group has for their alma
mater so much that it deters them from being engaged today. Herein lies the apparent
contradiction: even after perceiving a seemingly loose association between school
administration and the fulfillment of campus rituals, alumni continue to understand the
importance of the ritual function at SLAU. This is made manifest in participants dictating
a feeling of ownership regarding such events.
Interviews Theme 2: Attachments
The collegial journeys that led each of the research participants to their current
places of engagement within the alumni community catalyzed many fascinating stories
and further completed the picture as to understanding the experience of rituals within
these members. The interviewees remarked much about the various attachments they felt
due to the presence of rituals on the campus of their alma mater. These attachments were
revealed in two categories: by unity of participants and by pride in the institution. Unity
is displayed in various means throughout their narratives—from how ritual generally
brings people together to how they individually experience the draw of their school even
after graduation. It seems that ritual also provides a way to show campus spirit both to
peers and to those outside the institution.
Rituals bring people together and present a unifying force. Perhaps the strongest
consistent sentiment expressed throughout all interviews was how both the reengagement
and even remembrance of rituals draw out reminiscent memories. Alumni were keen to
point out that SLAU rituals have a way of stoking good feelings of their affection of both
the institution and the people they found inside. Such feelings were expressed in a way
that illustrates just how successful the campus was in facilitating inclusion on their
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behalf. For many interviewed, they spoke of themselves in terms of being “different”
than the normal college student, and the SLAU community embraced them nonetheless.
This embrace was felt especially in the small group setting in which many alumni
members found themselves as students. Whether it was in a student organization, study
group, or athletic team, these alumni still feel a strong tie between themselves and the
specific ways they engaged while in school. For those who persisted to graduation at
SLAU, alumni members attribute the connecting power of rituals as a large reason why
they and others they know were integrated into the community quickly and effectively.
When remembering times of difficultly, alumni felt that without being integrated into the
community, they would have chosen to leave school.
Rituals stoke school pride. Even in their current state of alumni engagement, those
interviewed regarded SLAU campus rituals as a way to describe their affection for this
school to others outside of the community. The campus is a small place and national
recognition is perceived as being too sparse, so the unique ways the campus celebrates its
identity provides a way of promotion. Furthermore, these events do allow continued
affiliation with the institution. For the few opportunities that interviewees perceive as
open to their attendance, they appreciate how such activities allow them to be an active
part in the school today. Many of these open invitation events are the most lavish on
campus. The alumni members did appreciate the attention to detail given to a few large
gatherings they had recently experienced and commented on how these shows of prestige
were necessary to trumpet the excellence of the institution.
Unity of participants. When asked how the rituals she participated in still
resonate, Julie remarked, “It helps me connect with and relive the nostalgia of SLAU and
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who I met there. I think those rituals really help me to appreciate where I am now but
also to realize that this school made me, and hundreds of others, who we are today.” She
went on to explain how that rituals serve as “checkpoints” that help her organize the best
things about her college experience and how many individuals are now unified by those
same points.
Shannon talked about how rituals allowed the students to feel safety while on
campus. She mentioned:
I think what molded me was just more the community aspect our rituals—
meaning just being able to say that I felt safe here. It just was really safe here. I
always felt I was embraced whatever level I was at. The rituals for me were more
of like just knowing that I could graduate from a place where I could say that I
had the best four years of my life.
Steven echoed this sentiment of rituals serving as a safe expression of unity between
participants after he recently viewed a current ritual as an alumni member:
[The ritual] was set up to be an interaction between the students and faculty and
staff. This is good, because I think you want both entities to participate with each
other so that the students don't look up on the faculty and staff as being holy
objects that they can't approach. You want everybody to be approachable. People
were when I was there in school, and I am still seeing it today. You want it to be
that way, because that's part of the educational process. This kind of ritual helps
the educational process. The educational process doesn't only exist in the
classroom. It exists in the dormitory and dining hall that the students live and eat
in, too.
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Ryan was able to comment even more of the unity displayed between faculty and
students that typically is a piece of SLAU rituals:
[SLAU] is a place where the faculty are so involved and visible. And it is part of
the ritual process, too, that's different than a big place. The faculty and the staff
are the life of the university and how much they define what we experience as
students outside the classroom is unique.
He went on to explain that nobody should underestimate the feeling of unity displayed on
campus as faculty and staff are regularly seen infused in the ritual process.
Interviewees did speak on the exclusivity of rituals, however. After mentioning
that not everyone is involved with all rituals at all times, Wayne talked about how that
aspect may actually be an important piece to keep different affinity groups together and
functioning better as a unit:
It's interesting, it is a small place. We used to say that it's so small that everyone
knows everything and everyone's business, but I don't think that's always true. I
think that athletes have their sort of rituals that if you don't go to basketball games
or you're not a part of the team that you don't know those sorts of things. If you're
not involved with the choir or don't go to the concert you have no idea of what's
going on in that realm. That is alright, though, because each group needs time to
grow together.
Ashley more fully explained this phenomenon as she talked about how an honor society
she was a part of relished their secret moments. She said:
My favorite ritual was something that actually happened in private after an open
ceremony where everybody could come. Being able to share a moment alone with
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people who had just been recognized for being great scholars was special. That
ritual still keeps us talking to each other today.
In fact, many interviewed spoke about the power of ritual in creating connections.
When asked about his interest in continually participating in campus rituals as an alumni
member, Wayne remarked, “Rituals are very important as it enhances a student's (and
alumni's) connection to the school.” Ann echoed these sentiments when she said, “I feel
like I’m back at SLAU as student all over again. A sense of nostalgia and memories rush
over me.” This was in response to a question regarding what she most gets out of the
ritual experience when participating as an alumni member. A similar answer to this
question came from Carl when he said that he gets “the feeling of connection to campus”
after visiting for a ritual.
There does seem to be disconnect from the student and alumni experience,
however. Even though being on campus during undergraduate years was considered “a
very happy time” (Ann, Barbara) and the rituals allowed us to “connect with our peers”
(Carl, Wayne), many feel that SLAU “does not seek alumni support” for most rituals
(Ann, David). It was said by several that, just by asking alumni to participate in rituals on
campus, there could be a great opportunity for this group to feel unity with their alma
mater.
Ryan was able to frame the simple ways in which more alumni can be integrated
into campus rituals when responding to a question inquiring about his perception of
current alumni engagement:
I would like to see more alums involved overall. I think rituals change. I think
there are probably parts of what happens at Convocation that I would recognize
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from the Convocation that I went to 20 years ago, 25 years ago. There are parts of
it that I wouldn't recognize because things are different. Technology has moved,
and life has moved, and what students want and expect has moved, but I think that
that's the beautiful part about ritual. If people who have grown up Catholic and
may not have been to church in 20 years but they darken the door for the first time
and the mass is the same. The words are the same. The songs are the same. At
least pieces are the same. It's a bonding thing.
Some interviewed were not exactly sure how they came to feel “warm” towards
the school or unified as a body while a student. David remarked, “The ritual experience
was pleasant, but I would not say a lot of undergraduates think, when they are 18-20
years old, about a ritual or a spiritual commitment or experience with anything we did at
SLAU.” He further mentioned, “I think if I were to attend a ritual event now, I would
have warm feelings about how I always had regarding the historic connections and sort of
pageantry when I attended as a student.”
Pride of institution. Alumni members were verbose in their pride for the
institution derived from the ritual experience. In response to a question asking how
important it is to participate in rituals both as a student and alumni member Wayne said,
“I think it is important to still take part. I was very proud on behalf of myself, my family,
and [SLAU] to be part of these rituals, and that feeling of pride does not stop just because
of graduation.” Indeed, on this same subject, Ryan mentioned, “I'm proud of the place.
I'm proud of the education I got. I'm really proud of the fact that I feel like what I got here
was very different than what I would have gotten at any other university.”
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Pride in SLAU is made manifest in several ways as told by the interviewed
alumni. Ryan said:
It's the same thing they say about a wedding ring—going to participate in rituals
is an outward sign of your commitment. To even wear a lapel pin or a class ring
that has [SLAU] on it or even to wear a sweatshirt or t-shirt out in public when
you're not on campus that has the school on it is showing your pride.
Ann made mention of her class ring, received by way of a ritual, to talk about pride: “The
flipping of the ring, from facing you to facing outward, at graduation was something
extra special to me.”
When asked about what one may get out of attending a ritual as an alumni
member, Ashley said, “Of course, I love to catch up with old friends, faculty, and staff. It
also makes me proud to know I am still part of such a unique university.” Shannon
commented in the following way regarding the topic:
I think SLAU does a good enough job trying to get people back. I just want things
to look nice if people are going to come back, though. That's my pride. It’s a
special school—there are some really amazing people that came out of this
school. I think it’s important that alums find a way to give back to our students.
Every alumni member seemed proud of their affiliation with the university, and each one
spoke about how the ritual process cemented this feeling.
Attachments category discussion. Several alumni members committed to attend
school at SLAU because of the perceived ease of relationship-making when they first
visited. Very few students attend this specific institution as a function of a line of legacy.
That being the case, those interviewed seemed happiest with this institution when it
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proved itself as a place to forge strong relationships. Unity and pride meet where alumni
feel this factor, the most poignant strength of their school, is most pronounced. For this to
be the case, every stakeholder of the institution has to be present. At a campus so small, it
is easy to record when an arm of the school is missing. This proves itself to be true when
faculty are absent from any gathering. Interviewees regard faculty as a great asset, so
ritual activities are deemed most successful when they are a component.
Interviews Theme 3: Values
This theme is an attempt to capture what was the most difficult subject for many
of the research participants to discuss. The observance of campus rituals expresses a set
of values within the alumni interviewed. These values revolve around the following two
main categories: standards of the institution and stability of the institution. Alumni look
to rituals to set certain value standards for community members to follow. They also
interpret the ritual function as being necessary to stabilize their alma mater through the
years.
Alumni expect a certain set of standards to be demonstrated. Rituals are perceived
as one of the most powerful ways to set such expectations. Whether through new student
orientation or even commencement, messages given in such events show new or exiting
cohorts how to portray themselves in their new community. These standards of behavior,
displayed over time, help preserve a consistent institution. Students are taught the ways
of campus life, and too many individuals deviating from this script starts to change the
attributes of the school as a whole. Alumni discussed a fear that newer alumni members
have not learned the integral attributes of their school and therefore may not be able to
keep SLAU on a growing trajectory that is still steeped in its unique identity.
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Stability is another value alumni members cherish when it comes to their alma
mater. Rituals are thought of as a way to give structure to the hierarchy of the school.
Yes, students are an important piece of the community, but alumni members also deserve
a space of reverence. These members think of themselves as containing valuable
information that can help the institution recognize past mistakes and successes. Alumni
ultimately feel that there is a general indifference towards incorporating their experience
in an intentional way and that rituals can be made to serve this purpose. In the end, these
members are most concerned that current students are receiving the same level of
experience in education as they once did. Yes, students have better facilities than ever
before, but a perception remains that there is a general lack of enthusiasm on the part of
current students and staff members that demonstrate an excitement to be a part of SLAU.
Once this excitement erodes, both academic and co-curricular education will be less
effective.
Standards of community. Julie perhaps had the clearest narrative regarding how
rituals can set community standards in the following response:
I just want to see the place continue to grow and be good, and I know that
symbolic things like rituals are important because they are unspoken ways of
passing down knowledge and information. Even if we get another president, that
president is going to have graduation on the lawn or is going to be at our [holiday
ritual]. The president is going to use the ritual as a way to stay consistent with the
spirit of [SLAU], and I think that's key. I think also that's also a way for me to
remain involved. I took a five-year break form [SLAU] when I left, so coming
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back into things and kind of seeing things as they were but a little bit different—
that's been very helpful.
She went on to explain that she took a five-year break from visiting campus after
graduation, and she was relieved when she saw many familiar rituals when coming back
into the fold.
Ryan explained the perception of what alumni expect when they come back to
campus:
I think rituals change slightly, but they shouldn’t deviate much. The words are the
same. The songs are the same. At least pieces are the same. That's what I think is
beautiful about keeping things the way they were experienced in the past.
He went on to mention that he believes more alumni would come back to campus if they
knew some elements of the ritual experience would be the same as when they were at
school getting a degree. Ashley repeated these thoughts when she spoke about the best
ritual for alumni to come back to after a few years of being off campus, “I think
graduation is actually a wonderful time to bring alumni back to meet and greet with
graduating students as it’s the exact same. There are many ways to have alumni involved
during commencement.”
Regarding the student experience, Ann explained the standard students were held
to in regards to participating in rituals as, “I definitely participated or at least watched all
of them every year. If you didn't participate, you missed out.” Carl felt much the same
way as he said, “These rituals were important as it allowed us to connect with our peers. I
didn't feel obligated to take part of the rituals, however, I did want to participate and did
not want to miss them.”
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Steven had the following to say when it came to the biggest barrier to upholding
the standards of SLAU:
Where I think the school fails is I don't think the student community is as
connected as it used to be with the alumni. I don't think, I'm not a part anymore so
it's hard to say this, but when I was there the students were much more included in
everything the school did than they are now. Now the students are there to get an
education, which is why the school is there to begin with and that's fine, but
everything else—it just doesn't seem to be as inclusive. Things just aren't' as
"homey" as they used to be.
Many alumni respondents spoke of “community” as the most important standard at
SLAU. Several of these also lamented the fact that current students do not value this
standard as much as they should. Almost all of this group agreed that ritual can be
leveraged to accomplish teaching this lesson.
Stability of institution. The value of stability, or resistance to change, was seen
in many interviews from alumni in a few differing ways. Julie talked about her student
leadership experience when she said, “You saw a lot the campus leaders do a lot and be
everywhere, so sometimes it did feel like we were trying to pull the campus with us to
support our rituals. We were trying to keep our community stable.” She went on to
mention her fear that students are not engaging enough with rituals that could keep the
school from straying from excellence. She said, “I think my perception is that it's getting
better, but I don't think students are reaching back to our past stories. You have to learn
from the past to be better for the future.”
Shannon believes that energy for rituals has changed from when she was on campus:
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You look at the campus ritual events, and there's so many different things going
on. But, it just seems that students are just in their room on social media. It's
crazy—students are just lazy. I mean they're just in their room and not
participating in the things that will help them to carry on our traditions—it’s just
unfortunate.
Steven also shared this view as he talked about the difference in community from his
time on campus as a student:
The reason for having rituals was so that students could be included in the
community. [SLAU] was a much more inclusive community back in my day.
Students were much more involved then than they are now. Don't forget now I'm
on the outside looking in. I think the students were much more involved with
what went on. They took more of an interest in the actual school.
He went on to explain more precisely what could help stabilize the community:
Students look to their little groups to find community. Fraternities are a good
example of what is going wrong; I think they're too exclusive. That school is too
small to have even smaller groups keeping to themselves. More rituals should be
used to show students how important it is to be together as a community.
Continuing to participate in rituals seemed important to many alumni, but some fear they
are not a part of the same school in which they were originally a part.
Ryan was clear to say that it is an alumni duty to come back and see how the
school has changed over time. If it is different than the way it was left, “it is up to us to
put it back in order.” His prescription for stabilizing the school was through sharing
“experiences with those younger than us to inspire students to grow.”
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Still yet, some alumni feel that the student experience in rituals is better than in
the past. When asked to describe important rituals on campus while he was enrolled,
Wayne mentioned, “I think my time at [SLAU] fell in between a bunch of rituals that
died off in the 70's and the ones that re-emerged in the late 80's to 90's. Students are
much more engaged in them now.” Nevertheless, some alumni expressed frustration that
their talents are not being utilized to stabilize the institution. Ashley mentioned:
When I come back to go through rituals again, I mostly talk with other alumni,
faculty, and staff. My exposure to current students is limited for some reason, and
I am not sure why. I would like to speak to more students when I come to [SLAU]
events as I feel this would be a great way to help our school learn from the past
and achieve more and more.
It was clear that alumni members had fond memories of their time as students and wanted
to ensure that current students are experiencing the same.
When asked about exactly how to stoke interest in the alumni population to
participate more frequently in rituals, Julia said the following:
I'm still interested in participating, and that the school has to grow and change,
and that's something that I've realized as an alum. It has to become a school where
students become entrepreneurs instead of being just thinkers. It has become a
place where students are committed to service just as much as they are committed
to debating. If we say we should understand the past so we can move forward in a
very deliberate way of thinking, then why aren't we out in the alumni community
changing it? I think the culture change that I'm seeing at [SLAU] started with our
newest president. I was under the president before him for a very long time. This
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new one has ushered in a great feeling about our school, but we're always looking
for the outcomes to show it. That’s how you get alumni engaged, you show them
the outcomes. Change is scary, but it can be good when students are coming out
better than they did when I graduated.
Indeed, many alumni felt that better marketing about how their school was excelling in
new areas would be a benefit to rallying alumni support.
Values category discussion. Alumni view themselves as the key to the growth of
SLAU, and the research participants feel that rituals are the avenue by which their
knowledge may be fully accessed. Simply being on campus alongside students, faculty,
and staff is perceived as an adequate first step to building this bridge of wisdom sharing.
A lack of interest on the part of the school regarding the alumni experience is taking a toll
on alumni engagement. For there to be a continued set of standards that stabilize this
community, those who set many of its values in the first place should continue to be
consulted.
Ritual Artifacts
After initial interviews were completed, participants were delivered a copy of the
transcription for proofing. At that time, these alumni were asked to identify an artifact
tied to a campus ritual that they have retained since graduation. These items were asked
to be brought to the researcher as a focus for a second interview. Only five of the
participants felt comfortable traveling with their artifact due to fragility or worth, so
photographs were not gleaned by the researcher. Table 3 shows the artifacts discussed.
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Table 3
Alumni Participant Artifacts for SLAU Campus Rituals
Name
David

Artifact Description
Coffee mug with school crest

Ritual where Artifact was Obtained
Honor society induction ceremony

Steven

Wooden academic achievement
plate

Senior awards ceremony

Shannon

Greek sorority membership pin

Sorority new member induction ceremony

Wayne

Greek fraternity “brick”

Fraternity pledge process

Barbara

Student organization t-shirts made
into quilt

Academic advisor helped her turn them into a
quilt for a pre-graduation ritual

Ryan

Chorale shirt

Annual special concert

Ann

Soccer jersey

End-of-season banquet

Julie

Golden student leadership key

Student leadership group induction ceremony

Ashley

Senior class ring

Official class ring ceremony

Carl

Leadership achievement plaque

Student organization leadership dinner

David described his item as a black coffee mug with an engraving of the school
crest. He said that he no longer uses the mug to drink out of, but he would regularly do so
as a young alumni member. The ritual in which he received this item was an induction
ceremony for an all-male honor society. Although any undergraduate male could apply to
be a part of the society, most men were chosen out of their junior and senior years due to
the resume needed to impress the faculty panel annually choosing a new group of ten to
recognize. Even though he lamented the fact that the honor society is no longer active on
campus, he expressed joy that the ritual still takes place albeit with a new purpose. Still
happening during December, the event is now a campus-wide one that allows each
participant to go through many of the same rituals as the old honor society was only
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permitted to perform. Held in the main campus auditorium, coffee mugs are still offered
as a token of participation.
David recalled, “It is a pleasant event today, but I would not say a lot of
undergraduates now think that this ritual means as much to them as it did me when it was
more exclusive.” When asked why he still keeps the mug, he mentioned, “When I see it, I
have warm feelings about how I had always liked the historic connections and sort of
pageantry of the ritual when I attended as a student.” He currently keeps the mug on a
cabinet in his kitchen.
Steven described his item as a small wooden plate that resembles one used for a
table setting with dessert. He mentioned that it looks roughly hewn, and there are no
markings on its surface. The ritual in which he received the item was a senior recognition
ceremony where he obtained an award for high academics. Steven talked about this ritual
experience as follows:
The plate was made from a beam out of our old auditorium. Our graduating class
was the last one to have our senior ceremony in the auditorium, and it was
wonderful to get a token of the place where we had all learned some of the most
important things from college.
He then talked about why he still held onto the artifact:
Being as it was an award for academics, it meant a lot for me to get it since I had
to work so hard on a count of my limited vision condition. The community rallied
around me, and I never felt alone. This plate reminds me of that experience.
The item is currently kept in a cabinet in the living room of his home.
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Shannon described her item as a black lapel pin with a gold engraving of a lamp
along with her sorority’s Greek letters. She described the ritual in which she received the
item as follows:
There is a pledge period where you have to fulfill Greek demands to earn it. The
pinning ceremony was simple, and it was done with candlelight. The pin really
means leadership. It was an opportunity to show love through service projects,
and getting a pin meant that you had shown those qualities.
When asked about why she still kept the ritual item, Shannon said, “The girls that
were at the top of the sorority were all great girls. People wanted to lead and have a social
life and make the most of their time, and I want to remember those friends I made.” The
pin has been in the same jewelry box in her bedroom for twenty years.
Wayne described his item as a red house brick painted gold. This was a tool to
gauge worthiness for fraternity membership. He explained,
Back when there was mild "hazing" during fraternity pledgeship—nothing
physical, just silly—the pledges in my fraternity had to carry around a gold brick
for a week. Everyone on campus knew it and were trying to steal it. We had to
guard them night and day. I literally tied mine to my hand.
Wayne described why he still kept this brick as a way to “reconnect with the school and
old friends.” He now uses the brick as a doorstop for his front door, frequently using it to
talk about his experiences at SLAU.
Barbara described her item as a conglomeration of t-shirts from events she
attended as studying at SLAU stitched into a quilt. The over a dozen shirts were made
into this quilt with the help of her academic advisor. She described receiving this gift at a
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ritual between her advisor and three other advisees as a way of showing appreciation for
being a good student. When asked why she still retains this item, Barbara mentioned, “It
always gives me such warm feelings when I see the [SLAU] name, look at my t-shirt
quilt, or meet a fellow alum.” She went on to say that her advisor helped her become who
she is today, and the quilt is a good reminder of how important that relationship had
become. Barbara now keeps this quilt in a large frame on her bedroom wall.
Ryan described his item as a black and yellow t-shirt given to university chorale
members in which to perform in for a special concert. Still today, this ritual happens
annually and was described by Ryan as a “run-out” concert. He mentioned that the choir
would quickly go to a location—such as a church or high school—to perform for the
community then return back to campus. The participant understood this event to be a
ritual in nature because “the music brought us together” and “it always felt good to share
this experience with other choir members.” Ryan added, “I keep this shirt because it
reminds me of the connections I made with the other choir members. They were some of
my best friends in college.” The item is currently kept in a bin under Ryan’s bed along
with other college keepsakes.
Ann described her item as an official SLAU soccer jersey top—the same one she
wore during her senior year while playing on the school’s team. The ritual that allowed
her to receive her jersey was an end-of-year banquet presented by the athletic department.
There, all seniors were given the jerseys they wore throughout the last season.
The soccer jersey is now framed and hangs by her diploma on the living room
wall. She plans to give them to her daughter someday. She mentioned this fact due to her
belief that the gesture will help her daughter understand how important it is to “put a lot
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of time and energy into something so you will have a source of pride and
accomplishment.”
Julie described her ritual item as a small, golden key with Greek symbols
engraved onto it. The key is attached to a golden chain where it can be hung around her
neck. The ritual where she received this key is described as a surprise exchange where
senior members of a leadership society “taps” a junior class member of campus to join
the organization. Julie remembered,
The tapping process happens throughout the day on campus when the group’s
members come into your class and announce that you are part of the circle. I will
never forget being in my Spanish class and being tapped; it was such a shock and
honor!
Julie went on to describe the reason for her feelings about the key in the following way:
This key symbolizes one of the top honors for campus engagement at [SLAU] and
to be part of the circle was an honor. The key reminds me of my time at [SLAU]
and my participation within the campus community. Whenever I see the key, I am
reminded of my time at [SLAU] and the many experiences there that shaped me.
This item is currently held in a keepsake box beside her bed along with other important
items.
Ashley described her ritual item as the official class ring of SLAU. It is a silver
ring with a black engraving of the school crest on top. She mentions that the school has
always endorsed buying the same class ring for decades, but she was a part of the first
group to make and go through a class ring ceremony. She talked about the significance of
this item in the following way:
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My class ring is well-fitted and customized to me. It is attractive—not like the
clunky class rings so many other schools have. I was a part of bringing back the
class ring in importance, so it makes me feel good to know I contributed to the
school in this way. It also reminds me of my wonderful time at SLAU every day.
She described the ceremony in the following way:
The flipping of the ring, from facing you to facing outward, at graduation was
something extra special to me considering I was part of getting the prominence of
the class ring into the graduation ceremony.
Ashely mentioned that she still wears her ring daily.
Carl described his ritual item as a wooden plaque in the shape of a disc. It has an
engraved gold plate affixed to its front with his name on it. He received this item during a
dinner recognizing the leadership she showed in a specific student organization. He
explained, “This award is given to the one student that truly embodies the principles of
leadership, fellowship, and service.” When asked where the item is currently kept he said,
“I now keep this item in a safe place to bring out during events put on by the
organization.”
In order to understand the whole of the ritual experience of participants, it was
reasoned necessary to also view an item that constituted the result such an experience. In
this case, analyzing the artifacts of participants received during a campus ritual practice
allowed the researcher to compare the item to the described ritual and add more depth to
the overall experience.
The artifacts presented all had a feature in common. Even though each piece
presented was unique, they all showed membership of the specific community that
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participated in the particular ritual(s). This is easily illustrated by items obtained after
being inducted into a group (David’s honor society mug, Shannon’s sorority membership
pin, Wayne’s fraternity pledge “brick”, Ryan’s chorale membership t-shirt, Ann’s soccer
team jersey, Julie’s leadership group key, and Ashley’s class ring). However, this
statement may not initially fit with the remainder of participants. For Steven, a man who
dealt with the disability of blindness during school, his academic achievement plaque
meant proof that he belonged on campus. Barbara thought of her student organization tshirt quilt as a token of being fully participatory in the community. Carl, with his
leadership achievement plaque, gave him an ability to show others his inclusion into the
upper echelons of the community itself. Indeed, belongingness is a chief feature of the
stories told about each of the 10 artifacts presented.
Ritual Observations
Interview participants either focused of or mentioned in passing several rituals
that take place on the campus of SLAU. These events were diverse in qualities, but each
was referenced as serving a significant role on campus in some way. At the onset of this
study, the researcher assumed that those chosen to be interviewed, asked to present an
artifact, and were observed understood the basic concept of ritual and could recognize
when it happens on campus. Although not specifically stated in the interview protocol
when conversing with the research participants, when asked to talk about rituals, three
forms were accepted as relevant through data interpretation: rites of passage, secular
ceremonies, and cultural performances (as in Manning, 2000). Going through a rite of
passage gives the student or alumni member access into an additional part of the
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community like the event of commencement confers the title of alumni member onto a
graduate. Table 4 elucidates SLAU rituals classified as rites of passage.
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Table 4
SLAU Rite of Passage Rituals as Listed by Interview Participants
Ritual name

Ritual description

# of Participants
who Mentioned
Ritual
8

Commencement

Graduation ceremony for seniors

Scholarship
competition

Annual event where first-year students
compete for endowed scholarships

5

Greek pledge
process

Either a fraternities or sororities events to
take place before initiation

4

Honor society
inductions

Various events tied to students being
invited into an honor society

4

Leadership induction Various events tied to students being
ceremony
invited into a leadership organization

4
3

Ring Ceremony

Annual event that takes place during
Commencement ceremony that started in
the early 2000s

2

Academic advising

Either the process of sitting down with the
advisor or sharing a moment with them
before graduation

Athletic banquet

Usually end-of-year recognition
ceremonies

2

New Student
Orientation

Annual string of events that has taken
place in various ways for at least 60 years

2
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Rites of passage are the vehicle by which an individual pass from one position to
another. The procedure of passing into a new role may happen with a change of place,
social status, or even physiology (van Gennep, 1960). Manning posits that rites of
passage are not merely reenactments of changing one’s position but actually facilitate the
change (2000). The rites of passage shown in Table 4 all showcase a change in a ritual
participant’s position by action of taking part. Scholarship competitors have committed to
enter into the community; they are no longer only perspective students. The Ring
Ceremony specifically instructs seniors to turn the SLAU crest from facing the
participant to instead facing outside world, approving of their work in the campus
community as worthy of entry into even greater pursuits. Even the athletic banquet
bestows recognition on students who have demonstrated the dedication necessary to be
considered varsity athletes.
Rites of passage have a familiar structure and function as a way to mark
milestones happening in cycles, negotiate confusion and paradox in the community, and
allow reflection. Study participants recall these rituals because they fill such needs. These
participants expressed that missing such events would be a missed opportunity to ensure
that campus would continue to create new opportunities, reflect on roles, and rejoice in
triumphs.
Secular ceremonies restate the structure of organizational culture like convocation
is a lesson in campus ways. Such ceremonies were described by this study’s participants
as some of the most poignant events experienced while at SLAU. Table 5 outlines rituals
considered to be secular ceremonies.
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Table 5
SLAU Secular Ceremony Rituals as Listed by Interview Participants
Ritual name

Ritual description

The Holiday
Ceremony

Originally a closed event in the 1920s, it is
now observed by all campus members

Founder's Day

Annual event for entire community to
celebrate school's namesake

7

Race of Fire

Annual spring event where competitors race
around the academic quad

5

Greek Week

An annual event for all social Greek
organizations to compete against each other

5

Tug o' War
Battle

Annual event between faculty team and
student team since the 1990s

4

Senior Awards
Ceremony

Annual event where senior students are
recognized in various ways

3

Chorale
concerts

Events where the university chorale is
performing off or on campus

2
1

Dorm Marathon

Runners from Greek chapters would have to
run up and down the stairs of all dorm
buildings
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# of Participants Who
Mentioned Ritual
10

Even though all ritual types allow for reflexive action, perhaps with no other
variety can the act of reflection be better illustrated than with secular ceremonies.
Manning describes reflexivity as it pertains to ritual as occurring in both the individual
and cultural level. During a secular ceremony, a participant is able to objectively examine
their lives due to the actions and messages taking place in the ritual. Individuals are
encouraged to take stock of who they have become when incorporating into these events.
From a larger cultural context, reflection is happening as well. Suddenly, the private
becomes public for all to examine. The ritual member is not solitary in these ceremonies,
they are choosing to show their feelings and behaviors in a social space. Seemingly the
most impactful ritual at SLAU, The Holiday Ceremony, provided a way for participants
to reflect on another year of life. Not as talked about, both Tug o’ War and the Dorm
Marathon provided a way for the private to become public. For Tug o’ War, the usually
meek student population get to defy the faculty in a game. The usually secret rituals in
Greek Life are quite different than what is expected from the Greek community during
the Dorm Marathon—a very public display of affiliation.
Cultural performances are the least formal version of ritual and may include
unscripted events like attending athletic events. These events were the ones recalled most
numerously by alumni. Table 6 summarizes rituals considered to be cultural
performances.
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Table 6
SLAU Cultural Performance Rituals as Listed by Interview Participants
Ritual Name

Ritual Description

End-of-Year School
Dance

An annual event that has taken place for
at least 40 years on the academic
quadrangle

Alumni Weekend

An annual event where generations of
5
alumni come back to campus for activities
An annual event for all social Greek
organizations to compete against each
other

5

Greek Week

Varsity athletic
events

Events where varsity teams would
compete with community onlookers
present

5

Fraternity parties

Take place on most weekends inside
fraternity houses on campus

4

Residence life

The action of living on campus in
residence halls

4

Socializing in the
student center

Specific to times in the student center
where students socialized in between
class

4

Fifty Year Class
Reunion

An annual event that takes place after
Commencement

3

Game nights

Specific to a basement common space in
the oldest academic building

2

Homecoming

No longer observed on campus as it was
discontinued a decade ago

2

Intramural sports

Participation of students in "seasons" of
athletic events

2

Major receptions

Annual events that are specific to the
hosting major program

2

Late Night Dining

Specific to times when special late night
menus are offered in the cafeteria

1
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# of Participants Who
Mentioned Ritual
6

Table 6 (Continued)
Ritual Name

Ritual Description

Swimming in the No longer observed on campus as pool
pool
was closed in the 1990s

# of Participants Who
Mentioned Ritual
1

Cultural performances are unscripted but are just as important in their role to
communicate meaning and display strong emotional fervor towards the community.
Basically, a celebration in the uniqueness of community, such events provide a way to
fight the status quo. It allows a fun-loving and self-accepting atmosphere. The End-ofYear Dance allows even the oldest and most revered alumni an opportunity to be young
again and dance. Varsity athletic events are not complete without ridiculous chants and
face paint. Even major receptions make a statement about how special a division’s
graduates are and often proudly showcase a self-commentary of how “awkward”
accountants are or how “nerdy” biologists are, etc.
When contemplating which rituals to observe the participation of alumni
members, the frequency of mentions by the interview participants was highly considered.
In this way, it can be construed that the rituals mentioned most frequently would be
considered the most meaningful to the alumni population. The top events mentioned
include The Holiday Ceremony, Commencement, Founder’s Day, and the End-of-Year
Dance. The rituals of Commencement, Founder’s Day, and the End-of-Year Dance were
chosen to be observed while using a pre-determined non-participant interview guide in
order to glean data on the essence of alumni participation in these rituals. The research
was not able to be on campus during the time of The Holiday Ceremony.
Founder’s Day. Taking place in the month of February, Founder’s Day honors
the university’s namesake. According to the alumni interviewed, unlike many
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institutions, this day does not commemorate the actual founder of the school when it was
originally opened in the late 1800s. Instead, it pays tribute to the man who was chosen for
the school to be named after. Even though this individual died before the school was
formed, it is said that the actual founder of the school chose for the institution to bear his
name because of him holding the value of persistence and the inability to give up during
tough times.
The ritual observance for the day is simple and only lasts a couple of hours. In the
first half, all members of the community are welcome to stand on the academic
quadrangle and socialize with each other over small appetizers. Then, at the stroke of
noon, the university bell tower located on the quad begins its sequence of twelve chimes.
These chimes serve as a signal for the participants to follow a bagpiper down the quad
and into the school’s auditorium to hear a speaker. The speaker, usually a celebrity from
outside campus, is chosen for their ability to reflect on resilience in the face of adversity.
This is analogous to a motivational speech to help students prepare for upcoming
midterm tests. Up until the speech’s conclusion, classes are suspended for the day. When
completed, however, students resume attending the day’s classes. There were about 200
people for the first part of the event on the quad, and about 300 people in the auditorium
to hear the hour-long speech. Observations were taken on the quadrangle and during the
procession. Table 7 shows data from observations during Founder’s Day.
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Table 7
Observations from SLAU Founder’s Day
# of
Individual
Interactions

Description of what
Participant does—Activities,
Conversations, Interactions

Reflections of Observer

Interactions
with Current
Students

6

Participant actively seeks
interaction with current
students, was able to stay near
food table and spoke to
students as they approached,
most conversation was
introductory in nature but
longer discussions revolved
around tales of alum’s own
past student experience.

Being an older alumni
member, Steven’s lack
of mobility behooved
him to stay in the shade
near the food table.
Students did not know
he was an alumni
member until he
revealed it himself.
Students seemed
entertained with stories.

Interactions
with Current
Faculty/Staff

2

Two staff members
approached participant on
different occasions to offer
him a chair and water.
Conversations revolved
around his health and current
retirement plans.

Steven did seem willing
to talk to staff, but that
was not his first priority.
He took the staff up on
offers to sit in the
provided chair and later
to accept a water bottle.

Interactions
with Former
Faculty/Staff

0

There were no former faculty
or staff at event.

There were no former
faculty of staff at event.

Interactions
with Fellow
Alumni
Members

5

There were several alumni at
the event, and five held
conversations with the
participant. These revolved
around re-acquainting, talking
of family, and remembering
older iterations of the same
event.

The alumni who chose
to talk with Steven
recognized who he was.
Many knew him from
other events on campus
attended as alumni, but
none were as old as he
and therefore did not
have any classes with
him.

Steven
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Table 7 (Continued)
# of
Individual
Interactions

Description of what
Participant does—Activities,
Conversations, Interactions

Reflections of Observer

Interactions
with Current
Students

5

Many students know of
Shannon due to her being
employed on campus. These
conversations revolved around
asking if the students were
enjoying their time.

Shannon seems to be
well liked by current
students on campus,
and several came up to
her on their own. She
rarely sought
interaction with them
on her own, however.

Interactions
with Current
Faculty/Staff

6

Several faculty and staff
members spoke to the
participant as she actively
sought to meet them.
Conversations revolved
mostly around her asking
them how work was
progressing, talk of the day’s
weather, and discussing the
upcoming speaker.

Current faculty and
staff seem to be
Shannon’s main “friend
group” at this event. It
looks as if she is most
comfortable joining
circles of already
chatting faculty and
staff members to talk.

Interactions
with Former
Faculty/Staff

0

There were no former faculty
or staff at event.

There were no former
faculty or staff at event.

Interactions
with Fellow
Alumni
Members

0

The participant did not talk
with any fellow alumni
members.

There were no “middleage” alumni members
near the same
graduation year as
Shannon at the event.

Shannon
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Table 7 (Continued)
# of
Individual
Interactions

Description of what Participant does—
Activities, Conversations, Interactions

Reflections of
Observer

Interactions
with Current
Students

2

The participant had two
interactions with
students. One was with
an athlete who talked
about the season.
Another was in the
participants old major.

Julie knew these students from
her previous volunteerism on
campus. She sought their
attention and asked them how
they were doing based on
previous conversations.

Interactions
with Current
Faculty/Staff

8

Many current faculty
and staff members
knew Julie from her
time on campus. Each
asked her about her new
job and how life had
been after graduation.

Julie and these faculty and
staff members mutually
approached each other. Both
parties were excited to be able
to share updates.

Interactions
with Former
Faculty/Staff

0

There were no former
faculty or staff at event.

There were no former faculty
or staff at event.

Interactions
with Fellow
Alumni
Members

4

The participant knew of
four alumni members
who graduated around
the same time. Most of
the conversation
revolved around
classroom experiences
and how fun or difficult
some professors were.

It was clear that Julie enjoyed
talking with her old
classmates. Everyone seemed
to know each other well, and
personal life comments were
not mentioned as presumably
they were already “caught up.”

Julie
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The Founder’s Day quadrangle reception and procession to the auditorium
provided ample opportunities for alumni members to talk with various campus
stakeholders. Here, the researcher saw the first evidence of the roles alumni members
take depending on their decade of graduation. For example, Steven, being of a much
older generation, felt the need to share his stories with the students. He almost made it
seem like his job to do so. On the other hand, the younger alumni member, Julie, sought
to speak to students with whom the institution had already helped her build a relationship
(i.e. through serving in previous mentoring roles). She was keen on her responsibility to
check on these students but was really most interested in reconnecting with former
classmates. Shannon, a “middle-aged” alumni member was mostly concerned with
continuing her relationship with staff and faculty with whom she may already have a
working relationship.
End-of-Year Dance. Starting in the 1980s, the End-of-Year Dance ritual has
traditionally been celebrated as a close to the spring semester. Each year, a live band,
carnival games and rides, and a special picnic dinner is featured. This event has always
been sponsored by members of student government who help pay for and plan the event.
Even though traditionally marketed only to current students, the past two years have seen
a co-programming effort between both the student life and alumni relations offices to
create a program open to the community. In this manner, there were two bands
featured—an opening act that covered songs from the 1970s followed by a contemporary
pop music act. There were about 300 people in attendance throughout the event. For the
year recorded, the event took place from 8:00pm to 11:00pm. Table 8 shows data from
observations during the End-of-Year Dance.
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Table 8
Observations from SLAU End-of-Year Dance
# of
Individual
Interactions

Description of what
Participant does—Activities,
Conversations, Interactions

Reflections of Observer

Interactions
with Current
Students

3

Participant was drawn to one
group of students who wore
shirts with Greek letters.
They belonged to the same
brotherhood, and the alumni
member asked many
questions about the current
state of the chapter.

It seemed that the
students were happy to
inform Wayne that the
chapter was still doing
well on campus. Wayne
was appreciative of the
information and ended up
introducing the students
to his wife who came
along.

Interactions
with Current
Faculty/Staff

2

Two staff members talked
with the participant at
different times. Both of these
people were members of the
development office and knew
him well. Both interactions
happened when staff
members walked the
participant to the bar area for
a drink and to talk about
committee matters.

Wayne was able to enjoy
his beverages while
discussing the school’s
need to raise money for a
new academic building
on campus. This
conversation seemed to
please Wayne as he
remarked that it was time
the campus replaced the
old building.

Interactions
with Former
Faculty/Staff

0

There were no former faculty
or staff at event.

There were no former
faculty of staff at event.

Interactions
with Fellow
Alumni
Members

Over 10

There were several alumni at
the event, and many of them
were the participant’s age.
Many interactions involved
introducing family members
such as partners to each
other.

The alumni who talked
with Wayne were close
to his graduating class.
Most of them chose to sit
at the same table on the
far end of the quad from
the stage.

Wayne
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Table 8 (Continued)
# of
Individual
Interactions

Description of what
Participant does—Activities,
Conversations, Interactions

Reflections of Observer

Interactions
with Current
Students

0

The participant did not
interact with any current
students.

Ann did not find herself
in an area where many
current students were
congregating.

Interactions
with Current
Faculty/Staff

2

One faculty member
remembered the participant
from a previous time she
was on campus. She asked
the professor about the
classes they were teaching.
A staff member sat down
with her at one point to have
her sign up for a mailing list.

It was clear that Ann’s
main purpose for coming
to the event was not to
socialize with faculty and
staff. She did seem
pleased when the faculty
member reported on what
their class was studying at
the moment.

Interactions
with Former
Faculty/Staff

0

There were no former
faculty or staff at event.

There were no former
faculty or staff at event.

Interactions
with Fellow
Alumni
Members

Over 10

The participant spent most
of her time with alumni
member near her age.
However, she did talk with
younger members who
served on the same career
panels as her.

The only thing that took
Ann’s attention from her
former classmates were
these younger members
who were asking her
about the next career
volunteerism activity.

Ann
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Table 8 (Continued)
# of
Description of what
Individual
Participant does—
Interactions Activities,
Conversations,
Interactions

Reflections of Observer

6

The participant had
several interactions
with students who
remembered or heard
of her from her
undergraduate years.
Many times she chose
to dance with these
students.

As this was a party atmosphere,
there was a large area to dance
beside the stage. Ashley found
herself being pulled into a couple
of student groups to dance.

Interactions 3
with Current
Faculty/Staff

The participant
approached a few
faculty throughout the
event. Many asked
how she was doing
after graduation.

Ashley seemed excited to meet the
families of former faculty
members. Both parties were
excited to be able to share updates.

Interactions 0
with Former
Faculty/Staff

There were no former
faculty or staff at
event.

There were no former faculty or
staff at event.

Interactions
with Fellow
Alumni
Members

The participant knew
many alumni at the
event. She was always
accompanied by at
least 3 or so between
the bar and the dance
area. These alumni
danced together most
of the event.

Ashley kept to her age group when
it came to interacting with alumni.
Many of these people were
unmarried and came alone with a
purpose to be social with each
other.

Ashley
Interactions
with Current
Students

Over 10
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The End-of-Year Dance saw an admittedly younger alumni crowd attend. This
gathering provided a homecoming of sorts for those looking to reclaim their college
years. Even the oldest study participant, Wayne, felt a draw to an affinity group that
shared knowledge of the Greek traditions he once enjoyed. Very little “work” was
accomplished at this event as the official volunteerism roles once bestowed on these
alumni members were forgotten in the energy of the ritual.
Commencement. SLAU has boasted a long history of Commencement to its
community. The outside ritual has been largely unchanged since the 1920s, except for the
rare occasion when a speaker’s popularity dictated a change in venue such when Franklin
Roosevelt provided the keynote in the 1930s. However, certain gestures have been added
throughout the years that make this ritual unique when analyzing the ceremony at other
schools. As was mentioned in this year’s ceremony, 2009 saw the introduction of the
“ring turn” with the official class ring. Also, there is now a drumroll that occurs just
before the benediction that signals the graduates to switch their tassels to the other side of
the mortar board. Another addition, added in the 1970s, speaks to the familial community
feel of SLAU. Directly after the recessional of faculty, these members form a receiving
line to greet the institution’s newest alumni members. This almost forms a tunnel of robes
whereby both parties can thank each other for the work both have done in the process of
degree obtainment. After that is finished, the line incorporates the graduates and the
entire crowd—which includes families, guests, and other alumni—is able to participate.
Here is where the researcher observed this study’s alumni participants. Including 170
graduates, there were about 900 people in attendance throughout the event. Most found
themselves being a part of the receiving line ritual. For the year recorded, the event took
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place on a Saturday morning from 9:00am to 11:00am. Table 7 shows data from
observations during Commencement.
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Table 9
Observations from SLAU Commencement
# of
Individual
Interactions

Description of what
Participant does—
Activities, Conversations,
Interactions

Reflections of Observer

Over 10

Participant took advantage
of opportunity to speak to
many students down the
line. Most comments were
made in a way to instruct
students on their
responsibility to the school
after graduation.

David chose to give
admonition to the students
to “not forget” where they
“came from” when they get
paid from their first job—
making mention that SLAU
should be given donations.

Interactions 5
with Current
Faculty/Staff

Participant showed
gratefulness to the faculty
for their role in graduating
a new class.

It was clear that David
thought the faculty go
“above and beyond” to help
the school goals.

Interactions 3
with Former
Faculty/Staff

The participant recognized
former faculty at the event,
and conversation was
focused on comments of
how generally adept the
graduates seem to be.

There were three notable
former faculty at the event,
and David made a point to
speak to each one.

Interactions
with Fellow
Alumni
Members

There were several alumni
at the event, and many of
them were the participant’s
age. Many interactions
involved introducing family
members such as partners
to each other.

Commencement features a
special recognition of
alumni members who
graduated at least 50 years
ago. Many sit in the same
VIP location.

David
Interactions
with Current
Students

Over 10
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Table 9 (Continued)
# of
Individual
Interactions

Description of what
Participant does—
Activities, Conversations,
Interactions

Reflections of Observer

5

The participant spoke to
several students about their
plans for life after college.

Barbara was quick to offer
her help in getting students
into the job market—even
giving at least 1 her
business card.

Interactions 4
with Current
Faculty/Staff

Much effort was spent to
learn how to engage in the
classroom regarding career
competencies. The
participant asked about
speaking opportunities.

Barbara was very confident
that she could be a good
asset in the classroom if
asked to take part.

Interactions 2
with Former
Faculty/Staff

The participant focused
attention on 2 former
faculty members. Most
conversation regarded her
career details.

Barbara had previous
experience with both of
these faculty members. It
was she who walked to
them for conversation.

Interactions
with Fellow
Alumni
Members

Much of the conversation
for this time was spent on
groups other than fellow
alumni members. The
participant was approached
by 1 former classmate.

Much of the conversation
for this time was spent on
groups other than fellow
alumni members.

Barbara
Interactions
with Current
Students

1
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Table 9 (Continued)
# of
Individual
Interactions

Description of what
Participant does—
Activities, Conversations,
Interactions

Reflections of Observer

3

The participant approached
specific students to
congratulate their
accomplishment.

Ryan served on a
committee that helped
bestow institutional
scholarship money to these
3 students.

Interactions 4
with Current
Faculty/Staff

The participant was
approached by mostly staff
members. Most
conversation was about the
event itself.

Ryan was very comfortable
talking with these staff
members as he is a constant
sight on campus.

Interactions 3
with Former
Faculty/Staff

Former faculty approached
the participant to speak on
personal subjects like home
and family.

Ryan was on campus
during the time that all 3
former faculty present were
teaching.

Interactions
with Fellow
Alumni
Members

The participant made an
alumni connection with a
fellow campus volunteer.
They spoke about event
logistics.

There were very few
alumni Ryan’s age present
at the event.

Ryan
Interactions
with Current
Students

1
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Table 9 (Continued)
Carl
Interactions
with Current
Students

Over 10

The participant had several
interactions with students
who remembered or heard
of her from her
undergraduate years. Most
conversation was about
what the graduate would do
next.

Carl seemed to enjoy seeing
all the students he mentored
from when he was on
campus as a student leader.

Interactions Over 10
with Current
Faculty/Staff

Many faculty members
approached the participant
in order to ask about his
current career.

Carl had almost all of these
instructors in previous
classes taken at SLAU.

Interactions 0
with Former
Faculty/Staff

The participant did not
connect with former
faculty/staff.

The participant did not
connect with former
faculty/staff.

Interactions
with Fellow
Alumni
Members

The participant knew 2
other alumni at the event
and chose to speak with
them about their own
commencement.

There were limited young
alumni members present.
Those who were had family
(siblings or cousins)
graduate.

2

Commencement, perhaps more so than the other events, provided a different
experience for each alumni member present. David seemed to express a sort of relief that
this class seemed to be of higher quality than when he graduated. There was much
gratitude shown towards everyone he encountered. Barbara could not shake a personal
responsibility to ensure these students had the resources they needed to be successful in a
career, almost indicating that immediately finding a job should be of the utmost
importance. Ryan appreciated reviewing the connections he made with specific students
through different volunteerism avenues. He showed many parental instincts when
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conversing with both students and faculty. Carl viewed this event as a way to relive his
own graduation ceremony. It was clear that he was there not only to celebrate friends in
the class but also to revel in the traditions displayed.
Linking Findings to Literature
Themes that emerged through data investigation mirrored literature on the subject.
When regarding the nature of ritual in higher education, the work of Magolda (2000)
stayed relevant. As respondents characterized SLAU ritual practice, social and cultural
conditions were revealed that spoke to the school’s uniqueness and capacity for caring.
The data was able to reveal much about the ritual organizers and participants as alumni
spoke of these events as important conduits for connection to the institution and to each
other. Communication of expectation and behavioral norms were prevalent in the
remembrance of SLAU rituals. Alumni compare what is happening on campus now next
to what they experienced while obtaining a degree as a way to verify the vitality of their
campus.
When considering the artifacts participants brought forward, many of their
sentiments have been thoroughly vetted by previous research. Tierney explained that very
little research exists to support a view that a single on-campus experience instantly
bonded a student to their school (1997). Instead, creating a sense of belongingness for a
student calls for a compilation of socialization steps. The artifacts from this study’s
participants almost uniformly symbolize the culmination of many instances of
engagement. It seems they have chosen to retain these objects as they give an overall
impression of satisfaction regarding their undergraduate experience, and the ritual used to
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bestow these artifacts did the work of properly introducing a shared symbolism between
these experiences and the artifact itself.
When observing alumni participating in campus rituals, there arose a
corroboration between the findings and what is already in the literature. Founder’s Day,
as a secular ceremony, showed that even the events leading up to the auditorium speaker
allowed for both personal and societal reflection—a hallmark of this ritual type
(Manning, 2000). In the seconds that pass during the 12 chimes of the carillon bells, one
could see the participants looking up in silence towards the tower bent on melding
personal meaning with group meaning. Then, a massive orderly action takes place as
hundreds of people almost instinctively follow each other in the bagpiper led procession.
This ritual was a large offering for the community to gather in solidarity to help reinforce
whatever motivational message might be shared in the auditorium. It seemed that these
stylized actions were not to be questioned.
The End-of-Year Dance, as a cultural performance ritual, was certainly informal
and unscripted. Even so, this event stoked strong emotions crucial to this cultural
community as evidenced by Manning’s (2000) previous characterizations. This ritual led
to excess and affirmation. It seemed that it was accepted and even expected to act
outrageously at this event. Emotional outbursts were everywhere—from an alumni
member getting on a table to dance to practical jokes being played on one another.
Additionally, it was affirming to those attending to be a part of a celebratory time of free
and open expression. For SLAU, the meaning of a caring and open community was easily
seen as people celebrated being “themselves” in whatever way they felt appropriate.
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Commencement, as a rite of passage ritual, represents a supreme example of
liminality. Utilizing work by van Gennep, Manning (2000) characterizes the
commencement ritual “as not just a symbolic representation of a status change, instead it
serves as the place where the transition between graduate and alumni status actually
occurs” (p. 28). This transition takes place in a structure of three parts that includes
separation (preliminal), transition (liminal), and incorporation (postliminal). Students are
separated from their family and acquaintances in both their seating arrangements and
dress. At SLAU, it seemed the transition phase occurred all through the ceremony as
rings were turned and tassels were switched. A unique feature of this ceremony, however,
was the incorporation of the students back into the fold of the community through the
space given to them in the post-event reception line. Almost viewed as equals now,
students are able to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with the faculty who worked with them.
Chapter Summary
This chapter presented the qualitative data of this study. The results overall point
towards a narrative that alumni value campus rituals as a way to characterize the identity
of both their alma mater and the people who have chosen to study there. Also, there is a
perception that both past and present rituals help to bind the alumni community to the
institution and to each other. Furthermore, the ritual function is an important tool to
maintain the value of their school in both community standards and stability for the
future.
It can also be inferred from the data that rituals are a conduit for continued
engagement by alumni in the SLAU community. The obtainment of a degree does not
yield a perception that individual alumni feel they are now no longer a part of the
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community. When given a way to reconnect, many alumni take advantage of the
opportunity to come back to campus. Rituals seem to be a natural way to reintroduce
these estranged members back into the community.
Campus rituals are experienced in unique ways depending on alumni age and
prior engagement with the institution. Patterns in the way different generations of alumni
interact inside rituals generally track the following trends: 1) young alumni look to
continue their college days by patterning the way they experience campus rituals as
similar to the practices as current students as possible, 2) middle-aged alumni look to
exude influence over the way rituals are expressed on campus, and 3) older alumni find
fulfillment in sharing their life story with current students through ritual practice. Chapter
5 will more fully elucidate findings within the data.
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Chapter 5
Discussions, Implications, and Conclusions
Introduction
This qualitative phenomenological study utilized Manning’s (1994) previous
work with a naturalistic inquiry study of rituals and Magolda’s (2000) revelations about
socio-cultural conditioners on a college campus to better understand how alumni
members at a Southern liberal arts university experienced rituals on campus during their
undergraduate career as well as currently as alumni members. The use of
phenomenological research methodology helped capture the essence of the participants’
experiences with campus rituals and aided in the discovery of their shared experiences as
community members and the meaning they made of those experiences (Moustakas,
1994).
Discussion
Rituals play a powerful role in shaping a sense of campus community. It seemed
that, as alumni were asked to describe how the action of participating in campus rituals
personally affected them, they overwhelmingly sought to explain how such participation
aided in the integration of the campus community. According to Cheng (2004, p. 216),
rituals help to establish “feelings of being cared about, treated in a caring way, valued as
an individual, and accepted a part of the community” contributed directly to their sense of
belonging. It cannot be overstated how integral these community members thought ritual
participation was in feeling secure in their personal identities and how they ceased to
become “othered” when initiated into the SLAU community.
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Another striking factor emerging from this research is the credibility alumni give
ritual in order to maintain culture on campus. It seems alumni feel that if students would
properly reflect on the experiences set before them in college the way that certain rituals
allow, not only would it prove to be a growth opportunity for the student but also cement
a beloved identity of the institution. Much like Kuh (1998) reported, properly used
rituals can help students reflect on transformative moments in college allowing for a
stronger connection to the alma mater (p. 169). Alumni used the interview as an
opportunity to lament on the apparent disinterest of the student body to preserve the
institution in a way they feel appropriate.
One answer for the lack of interest in current students for ritual participation
could lie in the emphasis placed on these events by the institution itself. Certainly,
throughout the years, there is a perception by alumni members that events were not
executed well—either by administration or the student groups look to adopt these
practices. Therefore, unlike rituals at other institutions, these actions have never been
fully institutionalized. In order for there to be an investment in the community for these
events, the community must understand that these rituals have become a hallmark of the
school and part of the brand. Addressing student apathy towards signature events that are
clearly ritualized in nature starts with a common understanding of how important these
practices are to the identity of the college experience. When adopted as a way to enrich
student engagement, students may very well begin to understand the gravity of their
participation. The fear of missing out on a certain event prescribed as an essential piece
of SLAU campus life could be a strong motivator to drive commitment for attendance.
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It became clear that alumni could not recall any greater way to reconnect with the
university community. Previous research has pointed out a drive for people to become
emotionally linked with rituals (Manning, 2000). Indeed, from an anthropological
perspective, college rituals can help give definition to existence. Using this paradigm as a
tool for engagement should be an administrative priority as SLAU looks to attract alumni
back to campus to serve in different roles necessary to the community. Herein lies a gap
in the literature that this study addresses. From the perspective of SLAU, rituals have
been verified as a viable way to more strongly encourage alumni activity on behalf of the
institution. As demonstrated by Dana and Emihovich (2000), perhaps moving certain less
sensitive rituals to a more shared format open to all SLAU community members can help
to create a mutually engaging dialogue.
Implications
It has often been said that a good alumni experience begins with a great student
experience. Not only does engaging on campus help to make more graduates but it also
leaves the alumni with a better rate of satisfaction when looking back on the college
experience (Knox et al., 1992). When looking for ways to increase both monetary and
non-monetary giving of alumni, alumni members were almost twice as likely to volunteer
at their university when they reported higher levels of engagement as students (Weerts &
Ronca, 2008, p. 287). Magolda (2001) explains that building community, and therefore
student agency in said community, is spurred by a recognition of institutional history and
traditions through a sharing of rituals exemplifying practices in these realms.
It becomes necessary for SLAU to take a longer-term approach to planning alumni
engagement by first recognizing that stewardship begins with current students. Many
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critiques of how the institution provided quality ritual experiences were logged in this
study. In fact, many of these complaints derived from the little emphasis placed on such
opportunities to build a stronger campus culture. It is suggested that the institution not
only make current ritual experiences better known to current students but also institute
new instances that intentionally further social integration of the population. Alumni can
be the key to unlocking these new ideas as this population demonstrated an acute
understanding of the role of ritual of their campus.
A solid student experience begins with new student orientation as was noted by
several alumni members in their interviews. For first-year students, there is a great need
to build a positive set of perceptions from the beginning of their college experience in
order for these individuals to grasp the gravity of their commitment to the community
(Upcraft, 2005). Rituals can be leveraged to communicate these expectations as they are
intentionally introduced to new students as a way to help understanding of what it means
to be a part of SLAU. Things such as teaching the official alma mater and fight song and
other shared rituals should not be underestimated as powerful ways of creating
community (Boyer, 1998).
Forging connections both early and often will lead to a successful onboarding process
of new students. A way to nurture such relationships may be a shared lunch between a
group of new students and an alumni member during the first week of school. During this
time, alumni could share stories of their time on campus while students could ask about
what the world looks like for a graduate of their new school. This would serve as not only
an opportunity for students to meet a mentor but also give alumni an occasion to give
non-monetarily to the institution. As seen in the observations of this study, a group of
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older alumni members would be the ideal place to glean these volunteers as they show a
penchant for sharing narratives in this way.
Many alumni members remarked that their own college experience lacked a specific
path for ritual participation. A specific recommendation to aid in students’ knowledge of
these opportunities could lie in accessible communication of these happenings in the way
of a calendar of events fortified with short explanations of the origins and meaning of the
rituals themselves. For example, it should be communicated to students that The Holiday
Ceremony has been observed on campus since the 1920s and is continually offered as a
way for the community to reflect on personal and institutional successes of the past year.
The End-of-Year Dance would be another ritual that could be touted in this
communication as a unique way to celebrate the upcoming summer break. Creating
excitement for such events, large and small, would set the tone for engagement early.
There are moves that can be made to more immediately impact alumni engagement.
Firstly, standardizing ritual events in a way to ensure recognizability by alumni members
should take precedence. As recorded in the interviews, graduates appreciate the nostalgia
invoked by attending events that honor the way things were carried out in the past.
Familiarity breeds affinity in this way. Secondly, comprehensively marketing these
practices as ritual will go a long way in legitimizing them as must-see events. There is
power in longevity, and attaching the number of years observed to signature,
institutionalized activities will grab the attention of prospective participants. For example,
the Fiftieth Annual Founder’s Day establishes such a ritualized event as a cornerstone of
the alumni experience year after year. Thirdly, increasing the quality of ritual events will
stand to create a proper amount of excitement to ensure further commitment to the cause.

131

With an increase in institutional recognition by SLAU that rituals can be leveraged for
great alumni engagement, it should become a natural decision to provide more resources
to properly showcase these activities.
Limitations
Although it does seem that alumni members who are already engaged with SLAU
regard their campus ritual experiences as important, this research cannot be a
comprehensive take on the overall attitude of alumni regarding the experience of campus
rituals. Tinto (1998) explains that the more involved a student is in the rituals on campus,
the more integrated they may become into the community as perception of being a valued
member of the community elevates. The 10 respondents chosen to interview for this
research represent both ultra-engagement while obtaining a degree as well as committing
to continue to stay involved with the institution post-graduation through volunteer
opportunities offered by the alumni relations office. This research is the first step in a
constructivist approach that may help fully understand the essence of some phenomenon.
As such, an even greater array of respondents is needed to make this relativist and
subjectivist knowledge speak for a more generalized group (Guba & Lincoln, 1989).
For this research, response bias may be present as the interviewer serves as a
university staff member at SLAU. Alumni may have chosen to offer either a more
positive evaluation of the community or a more critical one as they internally evaluated
the power of the researcher. Special care was taken in the form of peer-reviewing the
interview protocol as to ensure questions were asked which would minimize this issue.
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Conclusion and Implications for Future Research
This study sought to understand how alumni members from a small, private
university in the southern region of the United States experienced campus rituals during
their college career as well as currently engage with the institution via rituals postgraduation. The following central research question guided the inquiry in an effort to
describe the essence of alumni participation at Southern Liberal Arts University: in what
ways do alumni perceive the importance of campus rituals in both the student and alumni
experience? This study utilized a social constructivist lens adopting a phenomenological
approach to qualitative analysis including the use of interviews, artifact analysis, and
non-participant observations to address the research questions. Themes emerged from
this inquiry include three ways in which rituals explain the SLAU community: a)
characterization through rituals, b) attachments due to rituals, and c) values shown
through rituals.
As perceived by university alumni members, SLAU ritual participation helps
students create and alumni members maintain an emotional attachment and lifelong bond
to their alma mater. Although names and performances of specific rituals seen on the
SLAU campus were described during this research, the limited number of respondents
did not provide an exhaustive listing. Future opportunities should include identifying
what rituals were significant to alumni during their undergraduate degree program. The
resulting analysis could be key in determining how to focus engagement opportunities
involving rituals that appear with higher frequency and that can be made appropriate for
involving an alumni audience. Also, speaking to more alumni may help to establish what
overall interest may exist for these members to continually participate in campus rituals.

133

Including more alumni members with diverse backgrounds is necessary to discover more
about how the entire community is affected by SLAU campus rituals.
Final Thoughts
This research study attempted to perform a comprehensive examination of the
participants’ experiences with campus rituals by asking them to describe their perception
on the importance of campus rituals in both the student and alumni experience and how
they continued to engage in SLAU rituals. The research participants clearly expressed
that their ritual experiences as students demonstrate a continued attachment for the school
and the preference for even more connection opportunities. Even though ritual activities
were not always found to be consistent during the student experience, perhaps the
absence of more formalized opportunities pushed students to find meaningful ritual
prospects on their own lending to a more student-centered, albeit more disjointed,
program of events. This notion is made manifest in participants dictating a feeling of
ownership to such events. Additionally, those interviewed seemed most happy with this
institution when it proved itself as a place to forge strong relationships—the very reason
most interviewees chose to obtain a degree from SLAU in the first place. They recognize
that the more stakeholders are found planning and enjoying these events, the tighter these
relationships will be formed. Finally, alumni view themselves as the key to the growth of
SLAU, but a lack of interest on the part of the school regarding the alumni experience is
taking a toll on alumni engagement. Those who set many of its values in the first place
should continue to be consulted more consistently.
The challenges facing higher education today are not insignificant, and SLAU is
not immune to the general trend of less engaged alumni both in the realm of monetary
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and non-monetary giving. The role of rituals on campus is an important one, though this
message can be lost if administration is not aware of its power. Those in the employment
of SLAU in the office of alumni relations should act as strong advocates for the
continued engagement of alumni, with the wealth of their experiences, within the
community. More intentional movements in this regard start with a fuller understanding
of how the ritual function can meet the needs of this institution.
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Appendix A
Recruitment Email
Volunteers Wanted for a Research Study
The Effect of Rituals on Alumni Engagement at Southern Liberal Arts University
The purpose of this research will be to understand how Southern Liberal Arts University
alumni members engaged with campus rituals during their college career, why they were
personally significant, and their interest to reengage in these meaningful events through
1, 60-minute interview, a follow-up interview with a ritual artifact of your choice, and an
observation of you participating in a campus ritual. By doing this study, we hope to learn
how to better steward the general alumni population.
You are receiving this email because you have been pre-selected to meet the
qualifications of being an active alumni member.
There is no guarantee that you will get any benefit from taking part in this study.
However, some people have experienced a high level of satisfaction when letting their
voice be heard about their alma mater. Your willingness to take part, however, may, in
the future, help society as a whole better understand this research topic.
There will be no monetary compensation for volunteering.
The following main questions will be asked as part of the initial interview:


How did you come to first enroll at Southern Liberal Arts University?



How did you connect most with the school outside of taking classes?



How would you describe important rituals on campus while you were enrolled?



How important was it for you to participate in the rituals you described?



As an alumni member, how do Southern Liberal Arts University rituals still
resonate with you?



How would you describe your interest in continually participating in OU campus
rituals as an alumni member?

Research will take place in Lupton Hall. For more information contact the lead
investigator, Shane Pruitt, at 404-364-8893.
This research is conducted under the direction of Jeff Wilson, Ph.D. of the Higher and
Adult Education Department of the University of Memphis.
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Appendix B
Consent to Participate in a Research Study

PI Contact Information:
Shane Pruitt
901-678-2750
Advisor Contact Information:
Dr. Jeffery Wilson, Jlwlson4@memphis.edu
901-678-3428
IRB Contact Information: irb@memphis.edu
901-678-2705
THE EFFECT OF RITUALS ON ALUMNI ENGAGEMENT AT A SOUTHERN
LIBERAL ARTS UNIVERSITY
WHY ARE YOU BEING INVITED TO TAKE PART IN THIS RESEARCH?
You are being invited to take part in a research study about how you perceive rituals on
the campus of Southern Liberal Arts University both as an undergraduate and as an
alumni member. You are being invited to take part in this research study because you
have been identified as an active alumni member. If you volunteer to take part in this
study, you will be one of about ten people to do so.
WHO IS DOING THE STUDY?
The person in charge of this study is Shane Pruitt of University of Memphis Department
of Higher and Adult Education. He is being guided in this research by Jeff Wilson, Ph.D.
There may be other people on the research team assisting at different times during the
study.
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY?
The purpose of this study will be to understand how Southern Liberal Arts University
alumni members engaged with campus rituals during their college career, why they were
personally significant, and their interest to reengage in these meaningful events. By doing
this study, we hope to learn how to better steward the general alumni population.
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ARE THERE REASONS WHY YOU SHOULD NOT TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY?
There are no events/conditions which you need to be aware of as reasons why not to take
part in this study.
WHERE IS THE STUDY GOING TO TAKE PLACE AND HOW LONG WILL IT
LAST?
The research procedures will initially be conducted at Lupton Hall at Southern Liberal
Arts University. You will need to come to the Alumni Relations Suite on the 2nd floor of
the building 2 times during the study allotting 10 minutes for the researcher to review the
research consent document before beginning the 60-minute interview. This visit will take
about 70 minutes. The second visit will also take about 70 minutes to discuss a ritual
artifact you bring. Furthermore, you will need to attend 1 campus ritual open to alumni in
order for your interactions to be observed for at least 1 hour. The total amount of time
you will be asked to volunteer for this study including the 2 interviews and 1 observation
is 200 minutes over the course of the study.
WHAT WILL YOU BE ASKED TO DO?
During the research period, you will be asked to take part in 2 semi-structured interviews
whereby the primary investigator will have some questions prepared for you to answer.
There will be a voice recorder present and expect the researcher to take notes. If at any
point in time you would like for recording to stop, it shall be done. Also, you are free to
leave the interview at any time. You will be also asked to participate in 1 campus ritual in
order to be observed. No questions will be presented to you at this time.
WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS?
To the best of our knowledge, the things you will be doing have no more risk of harm
than you would experience in everyday life. A few days after the interview, you will be
provided a transcript to check validity.
You may find some questions we ask you to be upsetting or stressful. If so, we can tell
you about some people who may be able to help you with these feelings.
In addition to the risks listed above, you may experience a previously unknown risk or
side effect.
WILL YOU BENEFIT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY?
There is no guarantee that you will get any benefit from taking part in this study.
However, some people have experienced a high level of satisfaction when letting their
voice be heard about their alma mater. Your willingness to take part, however, may, in
the future, help society as a whole better understand this research topic.
DO YOU HAVE TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY?
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If you decide to take part in the study, it should be because you really want to volunteer.
You will not lose any benefits or rights you would normally have if you choose not to
volunteer. You can stop at any time during the study and still keep the benefits and rights
you had before volunteering.
IF YOU DON’T WANT TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY, ARE THERE OTHER
CHOICES?
If you do not want to be in the study, there are no other choices except not to take part in
the study.
WHAT WILL IT COST YOU TO PARTICIPATE?
There are no costs associated with taking part in the study.
WILL YOU RECEIVE ANY REWARDS FOR TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY?
You will not receive any rewards or payment for taking part in the study.
WHO WILL SEE THE INFORMATION THAT YOU GIVE?
We will make every effort to keep private all research records that identify you to the
extent allowed by law.
Your information will be combined with information from other people taking part in the
study. When we write about the study to share it with other researchers, we will include
the combined information we have gathered. You will not be personally identified in
these written materials. We may publish the results of this study; however, we will keep
your name and other identifying information private. We will make every effort to
prevent anyone who
is not on the research team from knowing that you gave us information, or what that
information is. Both voice recordings and notes will be kept locked in the office of the
lead investigator.
We will keep private all research records that identify you to the extent allowed by law.
However, there are some circumstances in which we may have to show your information
to other people. For example, we may be required to show information which identifies
you to people who need to be sure we have done the research correctly; these would be
people from such organizations as the University of Memphis.
CAN YOUR TAKING PART IN THE STUDY END EARLY?
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If you decide to take part in the study you still have the right to decide at any time that
you no longer want to continue. You will not be treated differently if you decide to stop
taking part in the study.
The individuals conducting the study may need to withdraw you from the study. This
may occur if you are not able to follow the directions they give you, if they find that your
being in the study is more risk than benefit to you, or if the agency funding the study
decides to stop the study early for a variety of scientific reasons.
WHAT IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS, SUGGESTIONS, CONCERNS, OR
COMPLAINTS?
Before you decide whether to accept this invitation to take part in the study, please ask
any questions that might come to mind now. Later, if you have questions, suggestions,
concerns, or complaints about the study, you can contact the investigator, Shane Pruitt at
404-364-8893. If you have any questions about your rights as a volunteer in this research,
contact the Institutional Review Board staff at the University of Memphis at 901-6782705. We will give you a signed copy of this consent form to take with you.
WHAT IF NEW INFORMATION IS LEARNED DURING THE STUDY THAT
MIGHT AFFECT YOUR DECISION TO PARTICIPATE?
If the researcher learns of new information in regards to this study, and it might change
your willingness to stay in this study, the information will be provided to you. You may
be asked to sign a new informed consent form if the information is provided to you after
you have joined the study.
What happens to my privacy if I am interviewed?
Identifying information will be associated with your interview responses using
pseudonyms.
WHAT ELSE DO YOU NEED TO KNOW?
There are no companies providing financial support and/or material for this study.

Signature of person agreeing to take part in the study

Date

_________________________________________

___________

Printed name of person agreeing to take part in the study

Date

_________________________________________

___________

Name of [authorized] person obtaining informed consent
_________________________________________

Date
___________
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Appendix C
Initial Interview Protocol
Interviewee (Title and Name):
Interviewer:
Post Interview Comments or Leads:
Introductory Protocol
To facilitate our note-taking, we would like to audio tape our conversations today. Please
sign the release form. For your information, only researchers on the project will be privy
to the tapes which will be eventually destroyed after they are transcribed. In addition, you
must sign a form devised to meet our human subject requirements. Essentially, this
document states that: (1) all information will be held confidential, (2) your participation
is voluntary and you may stop at any time if you feel uncomfortable, and (3) we do not
intend to inflict any harm. Thank you for your agreeing to participate.
We have planned this interview to last no longer than one hour. During this time, we have
several questions that we would like to cover. If time begins to run short, it may be
necessary to interrupt you in order to push ahead and complete this line of questioning.
Introduction
You have been selected to speak with us today because you have been identified as
someone who has a great deal to share about rituals on this campus. Our research project
as a whole focuses on understanding the essence of the shared experience regarding
Southern Liberal Arts University campus rituals and how they bind students and alumni
to this university. Your answers will aid Southern Liberal Arts alumni relations
administrators in their effort to weigh the importance of rituals and the priority of
incorporating new opportunities for graduated students to stay engaged with their alma
mater.
Questions
How did you come to first enroll at Southern Liberal Arts University?
* Were you a traditional or nontraditional student?
* Did you receive financial assistance?
* How many people in your family held degrees?
How did you connect most with the school outside of taking classes?
* Were you a part of any out-of-class activities on campus?
* Did you live on campus?
* How much time did you spend with friends?
How would you describe important rituals on campus while you were enrolled?
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* What were these rituals and when did they happen?
* Who participated in which rituals?
* How were these rituals brought to students’ attention?
* Do you think any ritual helped others to understand the identity of the institution?
How important was it for you to participate in the rituals you described?
* What were your feelings about participating in these rituals?
* What did these rituals help you to understand about yourself?
* How obligated did you feel to take part in a ritual?
As an alumni member, how do Southern Liberal Arts University rituals still resonate with
you?
* Are there any messages from these rituals that influence your life?
* How aware are you of today’s Southern Liberal Arts rituals?
* Do you perceive that any ritual has changed since you left campus?
How would you describe your interest in continually participating in OU campus rituals
as an alumni member?
* Is there a certain ritual you think is significant for you or other alumni members to still
be a part of?
* What is your perception of the importance that Southern Liberal Arts University puts
on alumni support of rituals?
* What need is there a need to start new rituals?
Conclusion
Thank you for your time. Your responses are a valued part of this research. In a few days,
you will be offered the opportunity to review a transcript of this interview. At that time,
you will also be asked to produce an artifact received during a ritual or set of rituals that
will help to illustrate the ritual experience surrounding the object.
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Appendix D
Artifact Interview Protocol

Interviewee (Title and Name):
Interviewer:
Post Interview Comments or Leads:
Introductory Protocol
To facilitate our note-taking, we would like to audio tape our conversations today. Please
sign the release form. Just as in our initial interview, only researchers on the project will
be privy to the tapes which will be eventually destroyed after they are transcribed.
We have planned this interview to last no longer than one hour. During this time, we have
several questions that we would like to cover. If time begins to run short, it may be
necessary to interrupt you in order to push ahead and complete this line of questioning.
Introduction
You have been selected to speak with us today, as a follow-up to our initial interview,
because you have been identified as someone who has a great deal to share about rituals
on this campus. Our research project as a whole focuses on understanding the essence of
the shared experience regarding Southern Liberal Arts University campus rituals and how
they bind students and alumni to this university. Your answers will aid Southern Liberal
Arts alumni relations administrators in their effort to weigh the importance of rituals and
the priority of incorporating new opportunities for graduated students to stay engaged
with their alma mater.
Questions
What is the artifact you have to present, and what is the story about which ritual it came
from and how you obtained it?
* At what point in your undergraduate career did you receive the artifact?
* Where do you now keep this artifact, and how is it displayed?
What are the circumstances surrounding how you received the artifact?
* What was the ritual you participated in at the point of receiving the artifact?
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* What significance did the artifact have as it pertained to the ritual’s function?
Why is the artifact important to you?
* Is there a particular reason you still possess the artifact?
* What feeling does the artifact give you when you consider the item?
Conclusion
Before you leave, may I take a picture of your artifact to be published along with these
findings? Remember that your name will not be used, but someone may be able to
identify you if they have knowledge of your possession of this item. Thank you for your
time. Your responses are a valued part of this research. In a few days, you will be offered
the opportunity to review a transcript of this interview so as to proof its content or add
any additional statements.
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Appendix E
Non-Participant Observation Guide
Date:
Time (In & Out):
Location(s):
The purpose of this non-participant observation is to help understand the essence of
alumni participation at SLAU.
Research Questions:
1.
In what ways do alumni perceive the importance of campus rituals in both the
student and alumni experience?
2.
How do rituals allow alumni continued engagement with their alma mater?
3.
How are campus rituals experienced by alumni post-graduation?
#

Description of what
Participant does—
Activities, Conversations,
Interactions

Interactions with
Current Students

Interactions with
Current Faculty/Staff

Interactions with
Former Faculty/Staff

Interactions with
Fellow Alumni
Members
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Reflections of Observer

Appendix F
Non-Participant Observation Guide
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Appendix G
Non-Participant Observation Guide
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